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1. Introduction to the Study 
Problem 
 If you were to ask someone who had been a Christian for a long time, “Do you know what 
Christianity is?,” the answer would probably be a resounding “Yes” or  “Of course.”  You might even 
be given a look of indignation.  After all, how could anyone not know what his or her own religion is?   
 But, suppose you were to ask that same person a slightly different question: “What is the 
essence of Christianity?”  Here, the conversation might take a different turn.  He or she might say that 
Christianity is the belief that Jesus Christ is the Son of God and has risen from the dead.  You could 
ask, “So, is it a belief, then?  I thought even the demons believe and shudder.”   Your interlocutor might 1
reply “Yes, but they don't trust in Him.”  You could reply again, “So, all you have to do is believe in 
Jesus and trust him?  Do you have to live in any certain way, or can you just do whatever you want?”  
They would certainly reply, “No, you have to follow his teachings.”  So, now Christianity is a belief, a 
trust, and a way of life?  This process could continue for some time, and the propositions about what is 
important to Christianity could keep piling up until it is described from every conceivable angle.  But, 
with each new proposition, the conclusion becomes more and more ad hoc.  Has this been thought out 
in advance, or are these propositions just being made up as the conversation rolls along?  What is 
central to Christianity, really?   
 Let us look at this a different way.  Suppose a Christian wanted to learn about Islam and asked a 
Muslim, “What is the essence of Islam?”  It is non-trivial task to answer him, because there are 
different sects, such as Sunni and Shia Muslims.  How do you combine the beliefs of the different 
groups into one central statement (if such a thing is even possible)?  The question we would want an 
answer to is, “What is so central to the faith that anyone in Islam must believe in, do, etc. in order to 
call himself or herself a Muslim?”  This is really what we want to know about Christianity.  If the roles 
were reversed, and a Muslim who did not know much about Christianity wanted to know what it is, 
how could a Christian explain it?   
 Laying aside the question of outsiders momentarily, even within Christianity, this is quite a 
problem.  Large numbers of Christians have decided that they cannot work with one another because 
they have different theological beliefs.  It is extremely common for churches and seminaries to only 
allow people to teach if they can sign the doctrinal statement of the particular group.  I do not mean to 
say that churches, seminaries, and other ministries should not be selective in their teachers and leaders.  
I think they should.  But, on what basis, should they be selected?  What is so central to Christianity that 
one should decide not to work with other people who call themselves Christians because they think or 
act differently?  People are obviously using some sort of criteria to make their decisions, but what 
criteria are they using?  Are they good criteria?  Have they been well thought out, or are they just made 
up along the way?  When Christians make a decision  on who they are willing to work with, they are 2
making a decision about what is important to Christianity.   This brings us to the issue this study hopes 3
 James 2.191
 Deciding to work with everyone is still making a decision.  If a person driving a car approaches a stop sign and refuses to 2
decide whether to stop or not, he still makes a decision.  The car keeps moving forward, and he goes through the sign.  
So, a decision is still made.  
 Related to this is a second question “Are there levels of importance within Christianity?”  Are some things very important 3
and others less important, or is everything equal?  
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to address: “What would cause Christianity to fall apart if it were removed?”   
 Paul said in 1 Cor 15.17, “if Christ is not raised your faith is worthless, you are still in your 
sins.”  This is a nice and simple statement.  If Christ is raised, then your faith is valuable; if Christ is 
not raised, then your faith is worthless.  This is essentially what this study hopes to produce: a 
statement or series of statements that clearly define the essence of Christianity.   
Approach 
 Immediately, however, we find ourselves presented with a problem.  Where do we look to find 
Christianity?  Whose Christianity do we accept as canonical?  I can think of three possible 
investigations we could conduct: 1) we could find the central thought of one letter/book, 2) we could 
find the central thought of one author, or 3) we could find the central thought of early Christianity in 
the early source documents.   The first task is primarily about looking behind the flow of thought of 4
one letter or book to the underlying assumptions and theology.  The second and third tasks become 
increasingly difficult, respectively, because one would have to do the same work of the first task for 
multiple works (second task) or for multiple works of multiple authors (third task) and then combine 
these, if possible, into a coherent whole.   
 In order to make as much progress as possible, we need to be strategic about what we 
investigate.  Picking an unimportant writing from an author that was not influential would not be a 
good use of time.  Rather, spending time investigating a key writing (task 1) from someone who was 
quite influential in early Christianity would be much more productive.  This will help us move towards 
having a moderate understanding of the thought of one author (task 2) and shed a little bit of light on 
early Christianity (task 3).  Therefore, in this study, we are going to focus on the writings of one of the 
most prolific theologians of the early church: Paul.   
 For this study, we will be focusing on the letter to the Colossians.  This letter is uniquely suited 
to our goal of understanding the essence of Christianity, especially in the Pauline school of thought.  
Paul did not know the congregation at Colossae.  He was confronted with problems and had to address 
them, but unlike a group with whom he was familiar, he could not assume they knew his general 
positions.  Instead, he was forced to give a systematic overview and explain his views on Christianity 
before addressing their problems.  If he had only addressed a single problem (as in the letter to the 
Galatians), then many aspects of Christianity would not be present because the situation did not require 
it.  Here, he had the opportunity to present the entirety of the Christian view.   
 Many scholars today do not accept Paul as the author of Colossians.   The primary arguments are 1) style - 5
 Primarily, this would concern the works contained in the New Testament canon.  However, many churches place a lot of 4
weight on the church fathers from the late 1st to 2nd centuries.  In this case, these church fathers' views would need to be 
considered also.  
 Carson, Moo, and Morris (1992:331-2) explain that there was no serious question about Pauline authorship before the 20th 5
century, but Bultmann and others began to speak of Colossians as deutero-Pauline.  According to them, the evidence has 
not changed that much, rather the evidence is now seen as more weighty.  For a history of the discussion on the 
authorship of Colossians, see Collins (1988:171ff.).  Brown (1997:610, fn22) makes an important point that is often not 
considered.  “Although this issue is most often presented as one of Pauline authorship, as I have explained previously, 
the term ‘author’ offers difficulty.  If the letter were written twenty years after Paul’s death by a Pauline disciple seeking 
to present the thought of his master, in the ancient estimation Paul might very well be called the ‘author,’ i.e., the 
authority behind the work.”  When we are asking the question “who wrote Colossians?” we should take the time to also 
ask “Are we using modern literary standards or ancient ones?”  
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the style of Colossians does not fit with the style of the epistles generally accepted to have come from Paul,  2) 6
vocabulary - the vocabulary in Colossians, especially the many hapax legomena, do not fit with accepted Pauline 
letters,  and 3) theology - certain theological aspects, such as the realized eschatology of 3.1-4 and the lack of 7
justification by faith, do not fit with accepted Pauline theology.    8
 Those who are in favor of authorship by Paul  would counter the arguments as follows: 1) style - assumes 9
people have to use the same language all the time to all people and does not account for the fact that Paul could 
have used a secretary,  2) vocabulary - assumes that Paul could not have used more complex terms if the situation 10
were more complex,  and 3) theology - assumes that the letters to the Romans, Galatians, and Corinthians are the 11
basis of all Paul's theology, implying that Paul could not have discussed other subjects, had more to his theology 
than what was in those letters, or decided to look at things from a different angle.   Supporters of Pauline 12
authorship would also cite specific evidence from other sections, such as the introduction and portions about Paul’s 
life and ministry.   Where, then does that leave us for determining the author of Colossians?   13
 Though sophisticated, all three arguments against Paul’s authorship are based on assumptions.  One would 
have to assume that Paul would always write in the same style (and given the importance of rhetoric in the ancient 
world, it is likely that the educated man would be much more highly trained then than now).  One would have to 
assume that Paul would never vary his vocabulary (though different situations might call for different terms).  And, 
one would have to assume that Paul had only a few basic theological concepts and only thought of things one way, 
which does not allow him to be as complex a person as many people are both then and now.  On the other hand, 
pseudepigraphy was common, the letter itself claims a co-author (Timothy), and those against Pauline authorship 
do make some really good points.   
 For our study, though, it doesn't really matter whether Paul was the author or not.  It only matters that the 
 Bujard (1973), Sanders (1966:45) thinks “the stylistic and linguistic arguments against the authenticity of Colossians are 6
limited to the first two chapters.”  
 Sanders (1966:31) suggests that “the extent of verbatim agreement with Paul’s other letters is considerably more than 7
double in Colossians what it is in Philippians.  This probably indicates an amount that would not occur in a letter 
actually written by Paul.”  
 Horrell (2001:305) and Vielhauer (1975:197)8
 Such as MaGee (2013:80), Ferguson (2013:245) says that “Epistles were a favorite form of Greek pseudepigraphy and 9
apocalypses were the favorite form of Jewish pseudepigraphy.  Christianity in the second century made minimal use of 
either form of pseudepigraphy.  The favorite forms of pseudepigraphy in second-century Christianity were gospels and 
acts of apostles.”  In a broad way, this generally points towards Colossians being close to the life of Paul (whether it is 
by his hand or not).  
 Hawthorne (2010:34ff.) acknowledges the differences between Colossians and Paul’s undisputed letters (especially in 10
terms of style) but does not think the differences represent as large of a gap to overcome as is often thought.  Stambaugh 
and Balch (1986:40) point out that use of a secretary was common.  
 DeSilva (2004:696) says that hapax legomena are “generally confessed to be insignificant even among advocates of 11
pseudonymity.  [Colossians] has no more hapax legomena than Philippians, and many of these unusual words occur 
either in the hymn of Colossians 1:15-20 (traditional material that would not be expected to reflect Paul’s typical 
vocabulary) or in the treatment of the philosophy opposed (material that introduces the distinctive vocabulary of the 
rival teaching).”  
 Bauckham (1988:490) points out something else interesting about the theology of Colossians.  He says “The large 12
majority of NT letters, both those generally accepted as authentic and some that are often thought to be pseudepigraphal 
(Colossians, 1 Peter, Jude), take for granted the specific situations to which they are addressed, in the manner of 
authentic real letters.  The do not, in the manner of pseudepigraphal letters … describe it for the benefit of readers who 
would otherwise not know it.”  
 Consider the suffering of Paul described in 1.24.  Dunn (1996b:117) says “One interesting corollary is that for such a 13
theology [of Paul suffering for Christ] to be realistically put forward it was almost essential that Paul was still alive.  If 
he was dead, then his sufferings were complete and so also were Christ’s afflictions; and where was the end of all 
things?  Here is a further slight indication that the letter was probably written while Paul was still alive, not by him, but 
with his approval.”  Bruce (1984e:40) thinks the use of the plural in 1.3 points towards Paul actually writing the letter.  
He says “Even when someone else’s name is conjoined with Paul’s in the prescript of a letter, the thanksgiving which 
follows is normally expressed in the singular: ‘I thank God.’  This implies that the other person’s name is conjoined with 
Paul’s by way of courtesy; Paul is the real author of the letter.  But in this letter, as in the two to the Thessalonians, the 
thanksgiving is expressed in the plural.”  
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letter comes from the Pauline stream of thought and is an expression of Pauline ideas.   Most of those who think 14
someone other than Paul wrote the letter would still say that someone wrote the letter in general accordance with 
Pauline ideas.   Also, it must be remembered that this letter was part of the canon from early on, and therefore, it 15
expresses the authentic teachings of early Christianity, which is important for this topic.   If this letter expressed a 16
theology other than what the early Christians (who were much closer to the founders of Christianity than we are) 
knew, it is unlikely that they would have accepted Colossians.  Therefore, because Colossians has both Pauline 
character and is part of the canon, we can say that Colossians reflects Pauline thought.  At worst, Colossians is 
Pauline Christianity as Paul's followers saw it; at best, it is Pauline Christianity as Paul himself saw it.    17
 Paul had essentially the same opportunity when writing to the church in Rome.  However, while 
the letter to the Romans has been intensely studied, the letter to the Colossians has been largely passed 
over.  There are commentaries and other works that include important information to know about 
Colossians and its historical background, and there are many papers and other works that seek to find 
the original form of the hymn or look in-depth at the letter’s authorship.  However, works focused on 
its overall message and place in early Christianity are lacking.   
 Still, beyond the fact that Colossians has not been studied nearly as much as Romans, I would 
argue that, on balance, it is a better source of information for this study.  To begin with, what we are 
attempting to find is an explanation of Christianity as a worldview;  we are not looking for a full 18
theology.  A full theology would explain both the major and minor points of Christianity and probably 
 Brown (1997:617) says “What is assured is that Col belongs in the Pauline heritage” even thought Brown treats 14
Colossians as deutero-Pauline.  Carson, Moo, and Morris (1992:332) say “It is plain enough that there is a connection 
with Paul, but many recent scholars think that a follower of Paul rather than the apostle himself actually penned the 
book.”  Strecker (2000:17) says that letters like Colossians “reflect the teacher-disciple relation, the ‘Pauline school,’ in 
which the apostle played the dominant role in relation to his coworkers.”  Sanders (1966:44) says of the author of 
Colossians “His imitation of Paul is not that of a charlatan.  He wished to say nothing other than what Paul himself 
would have said, and to that end he used Paul’s own words.”  
 Dettwiler (1995:27) thinks that Colossians is a reformulation of Paul’s ideas by one of his disciples shortly after his death.  15
He acknowledges the deutero-Pauline nature of the letter but thinks that it is a positive and interesting fact, because it 
allows us to discover how a theological tradition was reworded to address a later situation.  
 Kruger (2012:243) “We also have early evidence that Paul’s letters were grouped together within a single manuscript.  16
P46, dated c. 200, contains Romans, Hebrews, 1 Corinthians, 2 Corinthians, Ephesians, Galatians, Philippians, 
Colossians, and 1 Thessalonians.”  It is also worth noting that Colossians was included in Marcion’s version of the 
Pauline corpus, Quispel (1988:353-4).  This does not necessarily imply, however, that Colossians was authored by Paul.  
Gamble (1975:405) says that “It is generally maintained that an early edition of Paul’s collected letters came into being 
around the end of the first century and that this ‘original’ collection served as the basis and model for such further 
developments as led eventually to the ‘standard’ corpus which offers thirteen letters in the so-called canonical order.”  
So, while we cannot say that Colossians’ inclusion in the early compilations of Paul’s letters demonstrates that it was 
actually authored by Paul, it does mean that the early church did consider it to be Pauline in character.  
 For further information on introductory issues, see Raymond Brown, An Introduction to the New Testament; Werner G. 17
Kümmel, Einleitung in das Neue Testament; and Michael Wolter, Der Brief an die Kolosser/Der Brief an Philemon.  
 Vorgrimler (2008:681) in describing Weltanschauung says that it is an ambiguous concept that basically covers everything 18
in man’s reality.  We are not attempting, here, to define worldview or Weltanschauung precisely.  Rather, by using these 
terms, I simply mean to refer to the “big picture.”  
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give details about each.   A worldview, on the other hand, is going to focus on the most central 19
elements of Christianity which would serve to compare Christianity with other worldviews as well as 
potentially be used to explain its essentials to new converts.  An explanation of Christianity as a 
worldview is going to focus on the basics.   
 One of the reasons Colossians is an ideal place to look for the central aspects of Christianity is 
that in the letter, Christianity is being compared to another worldview.   As such, we are seeing Paul 20
put into practice the very thing we are hoping to find: a comparison of Christianity with another 
worldview.  As a result, the emphasis is going to be on the most central aspects of Christianity and how 
they compare with an alternative.   
 Furthermore, there is an added benefit to looking to Colossians for a Christian worldview rather 
than to Romans, and it has to do with filtering.  Romans gives a much more comprehensive view of 
Christian theology.  If one were to try to filter out the less important elements, he would have to devise 
some way of determining which ones were more important than the others.  However, no matter how 
good a filter he devised, it would still be the modern author doing the filtering rather than the ancient 
one.  If we want to understand what Paul thought, we will learn more if we let him do the filtering 
instead of us.  With Colossians, the filtering of important beliefs has already been done for us.   
 There are a couple of downsides, however, to using Colossians.  First, there is the obvious issue 
of authorship.  If we cannot be certain that Paul was the author of Colossians, we might not be getting 
Paul’s actual thought.  Second, because Christianity is being compared to another worldview, we are 
going to get exactly that - Christianity compared to another worldview.   It is very possible that some 21
important points of Christianity will be left out either because they do not compare well to the other 
worldview or because they are not critical in the explanation of Christianity to outsiders (though they 
may be very important for believers).   
 However, I think the concerns over authorship are not as problematic as they first appear.  As I 
explained above, if Paul did not write Colossians, then it was probably written by one of his followers.  
Since someone is going to have to filter Paul’s theology from its long form to a more compact form, it 
seems better that the one to do it should be closer to Paul himself.   This favors the ancient author of 22
Colossians, even if it were not Paul, over the modern commentator.   
 While some, like Harrison (1971:306) think that Romans is essentially a theological treatise that merely has an 19
introduction and conclusion added on (allowing it to be called a letter), others take a different view.  Koester (2000:144) 
says that the letter to the Romans “does not contain polemical controversies as do so many other letters of Paul.  Yet, it is 
not a theoretical treatise either.  The letter is best understood as a letter of recommendation, written by Paul on his own 
behalf … Only insofar as his gospel can claim universal validity is he himself important as bearer of this message to the 
entire inhabited world.  The topic of the letter is therefore the gospel, and not the person of the apostle.”  Brown 
(1997:563) says that Romans “was in a way a summary of Paul’s thought, phrased with an air of finality as he pulled 
together his ideas before going to Jerusalem where he would have to defend them.”  It is not the purpose of this study to 
evaluate the letter to the Romans.  I merely wish to make the point that Romans contains theological thought on a much 
wider range of topics than Colossians does.  
 Dibelius (1951:127) says that the Colossian church was confronted with the outside influence but was not yet overcome 20
by it.  If Dibelius is correct, and Paul argued in favor of Christianity, we can reasonably expect to find some arguments 
that (favorably) compare Christianity with another worldview.  See also DeSilva (2004:694).  
 That means that the situation will determine Paul’s response.  Therefore, it is not a Christian theology as such, but rather it 21
is the response to certain challenges.  However, by trying to understand why Paul responded the way he did, we hope to 
be able to find what makes his message distinctively Christian.  
 Not to mention the fact that the early church showed its approval of Colossians by accepting it as Pauline and by later 22
including it into the canon.  
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 As to the concern over leaving out some important points of theology, I do not think it is really a 
problem.  Some theological points might have been left out of Colossians, because they did not 
compare well with other worldviews or have more relevance to believers rather than to outsiders.  
However, we are not trying to look at the whole of Paul’s theology.  We are trying to look for the 
essential elements of his theology.  And, because we are looking for the essential elements, some parts 
of Paul’s theology will necessarily be left out.   
 However, because Paul will be comparing Christianity to another worldview,  it is more likely 23
that he will focus on the essentials of Christianity and what makes it distinctive.  Furthermore, because  
either Paul or one of his followers (rather than the modern commentator) is responsible for filtering 
Paul’s theology, we are one step closer to Paul’s actual thought.  For both of theses reasons, I think 
Colossians is the best place within the Pauline corpus to find the essence of Pauline Christianity.   
 While it should be already understood, it is worth noting that the letter should be read as a 
whole; individual sections should not be isolated.  Due to the detailed nature of exegetical work, we 
have to deal with particular sections.  However, these should not be read individually without knowing 
how they fit together as a whole.  Knowing how each section impacts the whole and how the whole 
impacts each section is critical to an accurate understanding of the message of the letter and the 
theology at its foundation.  For this reason, we are going to first outline the letter of Colossians in order 
to gain a general understanding of the flow of argumentation, so that when we investigate individual 
sections, we can know how they fit into the overall message.   
 As we move through the letter, we are going to look for the main components of its theology.  
After we finish, we will pull it together into a whole and then start looking for the essence of Paul’s 
message to the Colossians and what makes his message distinctively Christian.  We will take each of 
the main components and evaluate it one by one to determine whether Christianity would collapse if it 
were removed from Christian theology.  The components that are left will be the ones we consider 
central to the essence of Christianity (as discovered in Colossians).   
 The approach of this study will be a problem-oriented, exegetical approach.  Rather than using a 
single method and applying it to the whole letter, multiple methods will be used according to the 
requirements of the text (depending on whether the text presents us with grammatical problems, 
semantic problems, syntactic problems, literary problems, or something else).  We will use appropriate 
methods to address each issue as it becomes necessary.  These methods are well-described by Fee, Du 
Toit, and Egger,  and we will combine their methods with insights found in commentaries and other 24
relevant works.     
 That said, the methodology of this study will be primarily synchronic rather than diachronic.  
We are not concerned with the genesis of the text or any historical processes which may have led to its 
current form, so methods such as textual criticism and redaction criticism will not be as necessary.  
Rather, the goal is to evaluate the text as it stands.  Egger says the following about synchronic models: 
Synchronic models see the text as a structured, coherent quantity.  The elements of the text are 
interrelated; out of these relationships there emerges a unity of form.  The text, of course, is not 
a closed system; it can stand in manifold relationships to other quantities.  Above all, we must 
 It should be noted that we are just looking at the essence of the Christian worldview.  While this will be useful in the 23
discussion with other religions, we will not make comparison with other religions here.  
 Fee (2002), Du Toit (2009), and Egger (1996)24
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consider the text as embedded in a process of communication.    25
 Our primary goal will be to discover the relationships between the elements of the text in order 
to understand its meaning and search for answers to our questions.  Obviously, the letter was written at 
a specific time and to a specific group of people, and we will need to consider the situation at Colossae, 
the prevailing cultural norms, and how anything from outside the letter itself might impact its meaning.  
However, if we have conflicting ideas, one coming from outside the text and one coming from inside, 
we will favor the one from within the letter itself.  Accordingly, we will prefer a meaning which is 
syntagmatic rather than one which is paradigmatic, because it allows for a more text-focused approach 
and does not assume that the author will always use a word, phrase, or concept in the exact same way 
as it was use elsewhere in the ancient world.  Another way to say this might be that in this study, we 
will allow culture and paradigmatic meaning to form the background while placing the author’s own 
thought and the syntagmatic meaning in the foreground.   
 The purpose of this study is not to try to invent a new methodology.  Rather, I will be applying 
the ones that have already been proven and are detailed in the works mentioned above.  I am informed 
by the whole spectrum of methodologies and will be using a multi-dimensional approach.   
Hypothesis 
 The research problem of this study is the search for an answer to the questions: “What is the 
essence of Paul’s message to the Colossians?” and “What makes his message distinctively Christian?”  
In searching for an initial hypothesis, it would be good to start with something of which we are fairly 
certain.  We can probably say without too much controversy that Christianity has something to do with 
the one early Christians believed was the Christ, Jesus of Nazareth.   If it did not, it would be named 26
something else.   
 My hypothesis is that Paul’s view of the essence of Christianity is going to have something to 
do with Christ and how he relates to everyone and everything else including God, humans, and 
creation.  Even a cursory reading of the letter to the Colossians shows that Christ is central to the 
Christian worldview.  Therefore, the questions we need to answer will be things like, “Who is Christ?,” 
“What is it about Christ that is so important?,” and “If Christ is critical to Christianity, what is man’s 
relationship to him?”   
 However, it is not possible to define exactly what the questions or even the most important 
topics will be before we start the study.  To define everything we need to study ahead of time would be 
to outline what our study would look like.  In doing this, we would actually be taking over part of the 
job we mean to leave to Paul.  Instead, we need to let him outline both the questions and answers.  We 
will, therefore, be looking to the letter for guidance both on what questions we need to ask as well as 
how to answer them.   
 In order to proceed, then, we will start with the outline of the letter to get a broad view of the 
flow of thought.   
 Egger (1996:65)25
 Kugel and Greer (1986:157) “No matter how complicated Christianity became or even was from the very beginning, there 26
can be little doubt that in all its forms it was and remains in one way or another a response to Jesus of Nazareth.”  For an 
introduction into the (very large) question of the historical Jesus, see Charlesworth (2008), Evans (1992), and Habermas 
(1996).  
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2. Outline 
Introduction 
 We begin our investigation of Colossians by producing an outline of the letter so that we can 
remember where we are in Paul's flow of argument as we do our detailed exegesis.  The question will 
be how to divide the letter.   
 Typically, what one would do to outline a letter would be to look for major breaks and minor 
breaks.  The criteria for establishing these breaks center around 1) content and 2) semantics.  For 
example, if there is a shift from theology to practical application, the change in content would indicate 
a possible break.  If one finds an οὖν, this could be an indication that Paul is shifting his train of 
thought, which means we might have found a possible break.  These criteria help us to find where Paul 
might be changing his flow of thought or argument, but because there are no hard and fast rules for 
producing outlines, each possible break will need to be considered individually.     
 Producing an outline for Colossians is not a simple task.   The letter flows very well from 
section to section and themes are often used in successive sections.  This helped Paul to be able to tie 
his ideas together, but it does not help us produce an outline.  As a result, commentators are very 
divided on how to break up Colossians.  Because there is so little consensus, I propose a different way 
of outlining the letter.  Instead of starting at the beginning (as is typically done), I propose we start with 
the most certain break in the text and work from there.  If a matter is unclear, it can often help to start 
with what we do know and work towards what we don't know.    27
 We will begin our search for an outline with the only point in the letter where there is 
widespread agreement that a shift occurs – the beginning of chapter 3.  Even on a casual reading, a 
major difference between chapters 2 and 3 will immediately make itself apparent to the reader.  Chapter 
2 is very theological in nature, and chapter 3 is very paraenetic in nature.  As might be expected, there 
is some overlap between the two, because Paul is trying to connect practical living with the theological 
truths that he just covered.  However, because there is such an obvious shift in thought here, it is 
extremely common among commentators to put a major break in their outlines somewhere around the 
beginning of chapter 3.   Since this is such a major shift in focus, there is no place in the letter 28
(excluding the greeting and closing) where scholars agree more that there should be a major break.  
Therefore, we will begin our investigation at the place of greatest clarity and progress towards places of 
lesser clarity.   
Beginning of Chapter 3 
 To begin looking for where the change from the theological to the paraenetic occurs in chapter 
3, we might observe that verse 8 of chapter 2 begins with the command βλέπετε and is followed by a 
 It is worth noting that I am starting the search for an outline this way (i.e., not from the beginning) as someone who has 27
read the letter many times and has considered a variety of outlines.  While this is not the typical way of looking at a 
letter, I believe that if the reader will humor me a bit, it will become clear that this is a very helpful way of explaining 
things.  
 A sampling of commentators who put a break either at 3.1 or 3.5 includes Donelson (1996:v-vi), Dunn (1996b:136, 144, 28
and 199), Gnilka (1980: vii-viii), Harris (1991:vii-xi), Hay (2000:7-8), Lightfoot (1981:126-128), Lindemann (1983: 5), 
Lohse (1971:vii-viii), Martin (1972:vii-viii), McDonald (1980:21-23), Melick (1991:183), Moule (1898:ix-xi), O'Brien 
(1982:liv), Schweizer (1982:7-8), and Wall (1993: 30-31).  
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series of theological statements related to Christ (especially through v.15).  Here, we see a heavy 
emphasis on the theological that can serve as the initial boundary.  In contrast is the household code 
which begins in 3.18 and gives the Colossians practical instructions for daily life in the home.  
Somewhere between these two sections is a change from the theological to the practical.  There are, 
only five options which could even be remotely be considered reasonable, though some of them can 
still be eliminated fairly easily.  The are as follows: 2.16, 2.20, 3.1, 3.5, and 3.12.   
2.16  µὴ οὖν τις ὑµᾶς κρινέτω ἐν βρώσει καὶ ἐν πόσει ἢ ἐν µέρει ἑορτῆς ἢ νεοµηνίας ἢ σαββάτων  
 This verse is still fairly theological.  While it does start with οὖν and gives the implications of 
what comes before it, the focus here is on the theological implications rather than practical application.   
2.20  εἰ ἀπεθάνετε σὺν Χριστῷ ἀπὸ τῶν στοιχείων τοῦ κόσµου τί ὡς ζῶντες ἐν κόσµῳ  δογµατίζεσθε  
 2.20 does not make a convincing place for a change in focus either.  This verse and those 
following it do not make a statement of their own, but rather continue the themes begun in 2.16.  While 
2.20-23 do make a new argument based on dying with Christ (which could be a possible place for a 
break), the essence of these verses is an exhortation to the Colossians not to submit to the elemental 
things of the world.  This continues the theme from 2.16-19 and should be viewed as making a similar 
point to those verses, but this time, Paul's argument is based on dying with Christ rather than not 
following a faulty philosophy.  2.20 would probably make more sense to remain attached to 2.16.   
3.1  εἰ οὖν συνηγέρθητε τῷ Χριστῷ τὰ ἄνω ζητεῖτε οὗ ὁ Χριστός ἐστιν ἐν δεξιᾷ τοῦ θεοῦ   
καθήµενος 
 This is a possible place for a break.  We will have more to say about this below.   
3.5  νεκρώσατε οὖν τὰ µέλη τὰ ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς πορνείαν ἀκαθαρσίαν πάθος ἐπιθυµίαν κακήν καὶ τὴν  
πλεονεξίαν ἥτις ἐστὶν εἰδωλολατρία 
 As with 3.1, this is a possible place for a break.  We will have more to say about this below.   
3.12  ἐνδύσασθε οὖν ὡς ἐκλεκτοὶ τοῦ θεοῦ ἅγιοι καὶ ἠγαπηµένοι σπλάγχνα οἰκτιρµοῦ  χρηστότητα 
ταπεινοφροσύνην πραΰτητα µακροθυµίαν) 
 Similar to 2.16 and 2.20, 3.5 and 3.12 are connected thematically.   In 3.5, Paul tells the 
Colossians what they should not do, and in 3.16, he tells them what they should do.  If there is a break 
here, it will not be at 3.12, because 3.12 is tied to 3.5. in the same way 2.20 is tied to 2.16.   This 29
means we should begin our investigation with 3.1 and 3.5.  Not surprisingly, this is where the majority 
of commentators focus their efforts as well.   
 One's view on how 3.1-3.5 fit into the context depends to a great extent on how one views the 
argumentation that has come before these verses.  To draw out some major differences, let us compare 
 There is a possibility that ἐνδύσασθε in 3.12 does not parallel νεκρώσατε in 3.5 but rather picks up ἀπεκδυσάµενοι in 3.9 29
and ἐνδυσάµενοι in 3.10.   However, given the negative theme of 3.5-10 (avoid these things) and the positive theme of 
3.12-17 (do these things), it seems more likely that these two sections were meant to parallel each other.  It should be 
remembered that Colossians is one whole letter and not merely individual thoughts placed next to one another.  There 
are overlaps between the sections and themes that run across breaks.  Paul often takes the thoughts from one section and 
uses them in another section in order to make the parts of his arguments cohere better into a unified whole.  The use of 
put on/put off terminology across a section break is a good example of this.  
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the views of Dunn and Wright.  First, Dunn:  
The first main section [following the theme statement in 2:6-7] is 2:8-23.  It consists of a 
threefold warning to the Colossians: (1) to recognize the full scope of what Christ accomplished 
on the cross (2:8-15), (2) to beware of claims that there are further spiritual experiences in the 
light of which the significance of the cross may be discounted (2:16-19), and (3) to resist any 
suggestion that life in Christ depends on observance of traditional Jewish laws and customs 
(2:20-23).  The second main section takes up the challenge of what then should be the 
appropriate lifestyle for believers in Christ (3:1-4:6).  This consists of four sections: (1) a 
statement of basic principle, the perspective from which all their ethical conduct should flow 
(3:1-4), (2) a sequence of general guidelines and practical exhortations (3:5-17)…  30
Next, Wright: 
Paul begins with a pregnant pair of verses (2:6-7), whose basic command is to 'walk in Christ'; 
he then attacks certain teachings that would prevent the Colossians from doing this in the full, 
mature way he longs to see (2:8-19).  Central to his appeal is the fact that Christians have 
already 'been buried and raised with Christ' (2:12), and this idea unfolds in turn (2:20-3:4) to 
give more detailed instructions.  The double-edged appeal ('since you died with Christ … since 
you have been raised with Christ …', 2:20; 3:1) is finally amplified into the two paragraphs 
3:5-11 and 3:12-17, concluding with the command (3:17) to do all things in the name of the 
Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him – which is, more or less, the sum and 
substance of the whole appeal.    31
Let's look at these two outlines plus one other in an easy-to-read format.   
Dunn  32
• The Thematic Statement (2:6-7) 
• The Cross of Christ Renders Unnecessary Any Further Human Traditions and Rules (2:8-23) 
◦ The Scope of Christ's Accomplishments on the Cross (2:8-15) 
◦ Beware of Claims That There Are More Important Practices and Experiences (2:16-19) 
◦ Life in Christ Does Not Depend on Observance of Jewish Practices (2:20-23) 
• The Pattern of Living that Follows from the Cross (3:1-4:6) 
◦ The Perspective from Which the Christian Life Should Be Lived (3:1-4) 
◦ General Guidelines and Practical Exhortations (3:5-17) 
◦ Household Rules (3:18-4:1) 
◦ Concluding Exhortations (4:2-6) 
Wright  33
• The Thematic Statement (2:6-7) 
◦ Attack of False Teachings That Would Prevent Christians from a Full Walk in Christ (2:8-19) 
◦ Burial with Christ (2:20-23) 
◦ Resurrection with Christ (3:1-4) 
◦ Amplification of Burial with Christ (3:5-11) 
◦ Amplification of Resurrection with Christ (3:12-17) 
◦ Application to Life in the Home (3:18-4:1) 
◦ Application to Life in the World (4:2-6) 
 Dunn (1996b:136)30
 Wright (1986:20)31
 Dunn (1996b:41-2)32
 Adapted from Wright (1986:20)33
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O'Brien   34
• The Thematic Statement (2:6-7)  35
◦ The Antidote to Error: Christ in All His Fullness (2:6-15) 
◦ Freedom from Legalism (2:16-23) 
◦ Seek the Things Above (3:1-4) 
◦ Put away the Sins of the Past (3:5-11) 
◦ Put on the Graces of Christ (3:12-17) 
◦ Behavior in the Christian Household (3:18-4:1) 
◦ Final Admonitions: Persistence in Prayer and Right Behavior toward Outsiders (4:2-6) 
 What should be immediately obvious is that all three of these men (Dunn, Wright, and O'Brien) place the 
section dividers in almost exactly the same place.  It is fairly obvious, here, that there is not too much dispute over 
where one minor section begins and where one ends.  What these three authors do not agree on is where a new 
major section begins.  Dunn thinks 3.1 starts the beginning of the paraenetic section with Paul spelling out the 
perspective from which the new life is to be lived.  The rest of the major section, 3.5-4.6 explains how this is to be 
done.  O'Brien seems to agree with this and says that in 3.1-4 the Colossians are told to seek the things above.  
Wright, however, has a different point of view.   
 Notice in Wright's outline that there are three pairs of sections following 2.8-19 and the attack on false 
teachings.  2.20-23 and 3.1-4 are about burial and resurrection with Christ, respectively.  3.5-11 and 3.12-17 are 
amplifications of the burial and resurrection themes, respectively.  And, 3.18-4.1 and 4.2-6 are applications of the 
new life to the home and world, respectively.  In dividing his outline like this, Wright does point out something that 
should be noticed – there are indeed three pairs of minor sections that compliment one another.   
 It seems, for the most part, that all three men agree on the content of each of the sections.  The question 
will be whether (with Dunn and O'Brien) there is a major section break at 3.1, or (with Wright) that the major break 
does not occur until 3.5.  Does the major section begin with the new life in Christ and the Christian's focus on the 
things above (3.1) or does it begin with the application of the new focus to the life of the Christian (3.5)?  This will 
be the focus of the discussion below.   
 To begin to critique these views, I am not sure how Wright can say that the 2.8-19 is one long 
section.  The οὖν at the beginning of 2.16 should be enough to make one hesitant about claiming this so 
quickly.  But, more than that, the content before and after the start of v.16 is very different.  V.8 is a 
negative warning, like 2.16, to be sure, but 2.9-15 is a section entirely about Christ and is reminiscent 
of the hymn in chapter 1.   While 2.9-15 is different from the hymn (not least in the fact that the 36
emphasis is now on how what Christ has done is applied to the Colossians), these verses give the facts 
about what has happened that the Colossians need to know.  In other words, 2.9-15 are the theological 
foundation for what Paul is about to say.   The “Therefore …” in 2.16 transitions from the theology 37
itself to a critique of the Colossians' false philosophy.  Dunn’s view, that a break should come after 
2.15, makes better sense than Wright’s, which places the break after 2.19.   
 However, there are important parallels in these verses we need to consider.  O'Brien says that 
the συνηγέρθητε in 3.1 takes up the theme from 2.12 where the same word συνηγέρθητε is used.   I 38
 O'Brien (1982:liv)34
 While not a part of the outline that O'Brien gives in the introduction of his commentary, he does think that 2.6-7 represent 35
the same sort of thematic statement that other scholars do.  O'Brien (1982:102) says, [Verses 2.6-7] “summarize much of 
what has preceded and […] lay the foundation for the attack on the Colossian heresy that follows.”  The line “The 
Thematic Statement” has been added in this outline to show agreement with others that 2.6-7 does indeed govern the 
themes for the rest of the letter (minus the closing).  
 We have not yet investigated whether there is indeed a “hymn” in this letter.  However, for convenience, we will continue 36
to refer to it as such until we can take a more in-depth look at it.  
 Harris (1991:87) says this section speaks of Christ as the “remedy against error.”  The errors will be address in the verses 37
immediately following.  MacDonald (2008:110) says “On the basis of Christ’s role as ruler of the cosmos (v.15; cf. vv. 
8-15) believers should not let the adherents to the Colossians ‘philosophy’ pass judgment on them.”  
 O'Brien (1982:158)38
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would add also that while the words are different, death (ἀπεθάνετε) in 2.20 and burial (συνταφέντες) 
in 2.12 are also parallel, if only thematically rather than literally.  However, the one parallel that we 
should not ignore is the one that Wright pointed out in the passage above – that between 2.20 and 3.1.   
 The death and resurrection of Christ have been a theme in this letter up to this point.  Christ's 
death and resurrection were reemphasized in 2.12, which serves as the foundation for the directions the 
Colossians are currently being given.  Since Christ's death and his resurrection have featured in the 
letter, and generally appear together, is it surprising that we find them again?  In 2.20, Paul begins to 
draw out the implication of dying with Christ – why do you still act as if you are alive to the world if 
you died to it?   In 3.1, he gives the implications of being raised with Christ – since you are raised 39
with Christ, seek the things above.  I think Wright is correct when he says 2.20 and 3.1 form parallel 
parts of a single argument.  To break them up would be to separate the death and resurrection of Christ, 
and the one would not make sense without the other.  One can understand why Wright says 2.20-23 and 
3.1-4 need to be considered as a unit, and whatever section one is put in, the other should be placed in 
as well.   
 However, another possibility we could consider is whether the death and resurrection of Christ 
were meant to join two sections on either side of a break.  Since Christ's death and resurrection are 
themes not easily separated, they would be like a strong glue used to hold two separate things together.  
If this were the case, then 2.16-23 would focus on the negative side of things (the faults of the 
philosophy and what the Colossians should avoid), and 3.1 would be the start of a new section that 
focuses on the positive side of the argument (this is why Christianity is better and this is how one 
should live as a result).  3.5-11 present a bit of a problem, though, because they are primarily concerned 
with things the Colossians should not do.  However, if we take the point made in 3.1 as thematic for 
this section (τὰ ἄνω ζητεῖτε, “seek the things above”), then 3.5-11 could be seen as a subpoint of this 
theme.  Seeking the things above means not only actively pursuing what is from above but removing 
what is earthly.  On this view, 3.1 would start a new section on what a life focused on heavenly things 
should look like, which includes removing the earthly things.   
 Before we answer whether the major break should occur at 3.1 or 3.5, we should briefly classify 
2.16-19 to make sure we understand the entire section.  As mentioned previously, 2.16 begins with an 
οὖν, which means these verses will be drawing on the material that came before them.   Of further 40
interest, is the fact that 2.19 brings back the head-body metaphor which was used in 2.18 and has been 
consistently referenced with the “in him” theme.   As O'Brien says, in these verses, the author begins 41
to develop the argument against the Colossian philosophy with five prohibited areas.   These are 42
things about which the author says the Colossians should not allow anyone to judge them.  Very likely, 
these have to do with the specific issues that are a part of the alternate philosophy, but the philosophy 
itself does not need to be considered here (we are only looking for an outline).  The point is that the 
author lists specific actions which are not in line with the theology that he has just outlined.  And, as 
this letter makes abundantly clear, theology implies action.  Therefore, 2.16-19 are a denouncement of 
 Heil (2010:133)39
 MacDonald (2008:110)40
 There is also a reference to Christ as the “head” in 2.10, but this is made in an authoritative sense.  Christ is the head of all 41
the powers and authorities that oppose him, but they do not represent his body.  Only the church (of which the 
Colossians are a part) is called the body.  
 O'Brien (1982:136)42
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specific actions that do not fall in line with the Christian worldview.   
 It is not an easy task to decide whether the resurrection with Christ of 3.1-4 belongs with 
2.20-23 as the parallel to dying with Christ or whether it begins a new section and the themes of death 
and resurrection are meant to hold the two sections together.  On balance, it seems perhaps somewhat 
better to accept the view that 3.1 starts a new section focused on the Christian life.  Some scholars 
suggest, therefore, that 3.1-4 function as a sort of “introduction” to the paraenetic section that follows.   43
It is important to note that this would only work if one considers 3.5-12 (the need to put to death the 
part of us that is earth-focused) as belonging to the new life.   
 I think, though, that the best way to look at 3.1-4 is not as an “introduction” but as a 
“foundation.”  The function of an introduction is to prepare the reader for what is about to be said by 
giving him/her a brief look at some of the main themes and ideas that will be covered.  This is not the 
function of 3.1-4.  These verses emphasize the need to focus on the things above rather than the things 
that are on earth.  The practical application and the pattern of life that the Colossians are to follow are 
not further explanations of the need to focus on the things above; rather, they flow from a focus on the 
things above.   3.1-4 lay the foundation for the Christian life.  One should focus on the things above 44
rather than the things of the earth, and the Christian life is a result of this.    45
 I think, therefore, that the major break should occur at 3.1.  It should be remembered, though, 
that these sections are connected very strongly with one another, and they are meant to.  A new theme 
begins in 3.1, but it is a part of what comes before it and cannot be separated from it any more than the 
death and resurrection of Christ can be separated.   
2.9-4.18 
 After placing a major break at 3.1 and determining that 3.1-4 were a foundation for the 
paraenesis to come, the rest of the letter is not difficult to outline.  However, before we start looking at 
chapter 1 and (especially) the beginning of chapter 2, it will be useful to have 3.5-4.18 finished.   
 Working backwards from the end of the letter, it is quite common to view the paraenetic section 
as ending with 4.6.   This is not surprising at all, given the fact that in 4.7 Paul begins addressing 46
people by name and sending personal greetings.  The end of the letter's message is 4.6, even though 
there may be a few references back to certain elements in the personal greeting section (for example, 
4.18).   
 The main feature of 3.1-4.6 is the household code in 3.18-4.1.  Many commentators point out 
 Hay (2000:114) refers to these verses as an “introduction” to the paraenetic section, and Donelson (1996:43) calls them “a 43
brief summary and recollection of the preceding section.”  See also Hackenberg (2007:449) and O’Brien (1982:157-8).  
 Allison (1998:201-210) speaks of the connection between an ascetic lifestyle flowing from eschatological views.  This 44
was common in the 1st century, so Paul’s emphasis on a rigorously moral lifestyle flowing from Christian eschatological 
views would not have been unusual.  
 The implication of this would be that morality is not the goal of Christianity; rather, it is a consequence.  The Christian is 45
to be renewed by God through Christ and focus on the things above.  Morality is about walking in accordance with one's 
renewal.  Christianity is not, therefore, a list of rules.  Christianity is about something bigger, and one's lifestyle follows 
from that bigger thing.  
 Dunn (1996b:136), O'Brien (1982:234), and Vielhauer (1975:191).  Theobald (2008:426) views the end of the paraenetic 46
section as 4.1 and 4.2-18 as the closing of the letter.  He does, however, say that this section includes some closing 
paraenetic material, so even though his outline looks different, he does recognize the same features as other 
commentators.  
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that it is a self-contained paraenetic unit consisting of three pairs of reciprocal exhortations.   The 47
section could, therefore, be divided thus:  
3.18   Wives → husbands 
3.19   Husbands → wives  
3.20   Children → parents 
3.21  Fathers → children  
3.22-25  Servants → masters 
4.1   Masters → servants 
 There is, obviously, a extra amount of space dedicated to how servants are to treat their masters, 
was especially important to the situation at Colossae (we will look at that later).  However, given that 
the household code is such a distinct piece of material (and as Melick says, probably represents 
traditional material used to support the section on ethics like the hymn supports the section on 
theological instruction ), and since it occurs somewhat in the middle of 3.5-4.6, the task of dividing 48
and classifying the remaining material is much simpler.   
 4.2-6 is almost certainly a section all by itself given its short length and the fact that it is flanked 
by the household code and the author's personal greetings.  It contains a few reminders from earlier 
(about prayer and thanksgiving), but mostly it is about how to live in relation to those who are non-
Christians.  4.3 talks about opening the door to declare the mystery of Christ, which presumably has 
non-Christians in view since the mystery is being declared.  Also. v.5 is about how to walk in relation 
to outsiders and v.6 talks about answering each person.  It is highly likely, then, that this short section is 
about how the Colossians are to relate to outsiders.  Dunn refers to this as some “concluding 
appropriate exhortations,”  but I think Wright is correct when he says 3.18-4.1 covers the home and 49
4.2-6 covers the world.”   At the conclusion of the paraenetic section, we have very specific 50
commands for how the Colossians are to act towards others within their community (3.18-4.1) and 
towards people who are outside their community (4.2-6).   
 With 3.5-11 and 3.12-17, we find two sections that seem to be parallel.   A better way to look at 51
it, though, is not with the simple parallel that Wright suggests.   The themes of death and resurrection 52
are used throughout the letter to the Colossians.  They are used to make major points in 2.20 (you have 
died to the things of the world) and 3.1 (you now live for heavenly things).  In 3.5-17, Paul is giving 
directions about how to live this new life – using the themes of death and resurrection again.  This time, 
though, they are minor themes underneath the major theme of a heavenly focus.  This new life requires 
the believer to 1) put to death what is earthly in you (3.5-11) and 2) put on lives befitting God's chosen 
ones (3.12-17).  Living the life focused on things above includes both removing the bad as well as 
 Horrell (2001:305), Jungbauer (2002:340), Kalbhenn (2003:22), Koester (2000:270), and Thompson (2005:87)47
 Melick (1991:184)48
 Dunn (1996b:136)49
 Wright (1986:20)50
 Witherington (2007:175-6)51
 Wright (1986:20)52
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adding the good.     
 In our discussion above, we said that 2.16-19 are a denouncement of specific actions that do not 
fall in line with the Christian worldview.  Given that the next section starts at 3.1 and most 
commentators think there is a thematic statement in 2.6-7, the other two sections in this part of chapter 
2 are easy to identify.  Again following our discussion above, 2.9-15 is a highly theological section 
describing what Christ has done for the Colossians, and 2.20-23 follows the critique of the alternate 
philosophy with the need for the Colossians to die to the things of the world.  The one verse we have 
not discussed is 2.8, but because a few commentators consider that to be part of the thematic statement, 
we will make no conclusions on that here and will cover it in the next section.  Here is a tentative 
outline of 2.6-4.18.   
(Thematic Statement and Polemic against the Alternate Philosophy) 
 2.6-7 (or 8) Thematic statement – Walk according to Christ  53
 2.8 (or 9) -15 Theological foundations for Colossians' actions 
 2.16-19 Polemic against the Colossian philosophy 
 2.20-23 Dying with Christ to the things of this world  
(The Way of Christ) 
 3.1-4  Focus on heavenly things 
 3.5-11  Put to death what is earthly in you 
 3.12-17 Put on lives befitting God's chosen ones 
 3.18-4.1 Live this way towards those inside Christian community 
 4.2-6  Live this way towards those outside Christian community 
(Closing) 
 4.7-18  Personal greetings and closing of the letter 
2.6-8 
 These verses are often said to contain a thematic statement that will govern the rest of the 
letter.   Now that we have looked at 2.9-4.18, we can determine how this possible thematic statement 54
relates to them.  Though most commentators will say that 2.6-7 represents this statement, we will not 
assume anything and take a look at 2.8 as well to determine whether it belongs more with 2.6-7 or 
2.9-15.   
2.6 ὡς οὖν παρελάβετε τὸν Χριστὸν Ἰησοῦν τὸν κύριον ἐν αὐτῷ περιπατεῖτε   
 Setting the boundaries of this section, deciding its theme, and determining if it indeed represents the beginning of a new 53
major shift in thought will be the subject of the next part of this investigation.  
 For example, Dunn (1996b:136), Moo (2008:176), O'Brien (1982:102), Wolter (1993:115), and Wright (1986:20)54
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2.7 ἐρριζωµένοι καὶ ἐποικοδοµούµενοι ἐν αὐτῷ καὶ βεβαιούµενοι τῇ πίστει καθὼς ἐδιδάχθητε 
περισσεύοντες ἐν εὐχαριστίᾳ  
2.8 βλέπετε µή τις ὑµᾶς ἔσται ὁ συλαγωγῶν διὰ τῆς φιλοσοφίας καὶ κενῆς ἀπάτης κατὰ τὴν 
παράδοσιν τῶν ἀνθρώπων κατὰ τὰ στοιχεῖα τοῦ κόσµου καὶ οὐ κατὰ Χριστόν 
 Probably the most helpful thing to realize about these three verses is that they contain two 
commands, “ἐν αὐτῷ περιπατεῖτε” (Walk in him, 2.6) and “βλέπετε µή τις ὑµᾶς ἔσται ὁ 
συλαγωγῶν” (See to it that no one takes you captive, 2.8).  The ὡς οὖν παρελάβετε τὸν Χριστὸν 
Ἰησοῦν τὸν κύριον at the beginning of 2.6 serves to remind the Colossians that they have already 
accepted Christ as Lord.   They are not being asked to make a new decision; they are being told to act 55
upon the decision they have already made and to be strong in that decision (v.7).   V.8 makes the point 56
that the Colossians are being faced with two options: follow the road made by human hands, which is 
not according to Christ (οὐ κατὰ Χριστόν) or follow the road that is made by Christ (κατὰ Χριστόν).   57
Wolter thinks that these two commands govern the content for most of the rest of the letter.  The 
following is his outline:    58
1) 2,6:  Wandelt in ihm! 
2) 2,8:   Paβt auf, daβ es keinen gibt, der euch … einfängt, orientiert 
 a)  an der Überlieferung der Menschen (sowie) an den Elementen der Welt 
 b)  und nicht an Christus! 
2') 2.9-23  Gegenposition: 
 b') 2,9-15: Orientiert an Christus 
 a') 2,16-23: und nicht an den Elementen der Welt und an Geboten und Lehren der    
 Menschen (V 20.22) 
1') 3,5-4,6: Paränese 
 Wolter's outline is very helpful in highlighting the negative command in 2.8.   Most 59
commentators focus on 2.6-7 and the command to “walk in Christ” ignore the command not to walk 
after human traditions and the elements of the world.  In the verses that follow, there is a lot of material 
related to the teachings and practices that the Colossians should not follow, however, I think there are 
problems with this view.   
 It is true, as Wolter says, that 2.16-23 focus on the negative (telling the Colossians what they 
 Heil (2010:102) says that “Christ” is the connecting word that links this section with the previous one.  “Therefore, as you 55
have received Christ” reminds them of all the things they were just told about Christ.  
 Olbricht (1996:312) says “I am convinced that the challenges facing this church are as yet mostly exterior.  The design of 56
the author therefore is to encourage the readers to continue in present convictions and in the life in which they are 
already engaged.”  Therefore, as Pfmammatter (1960:120) says, Paul is emphasizing the need for the Colossians to be 
rooted and built up in Christ.  
 Hackenberg (2007:451-2) and Vielhauer (1975:193)57
 Wolter (1993:115)58
 Also, Becker and Luz (1998:220)59
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should avoid).   Unfortunately, I think that while this is something that we see looking at the letter, it 60
does not reflect the structure Paul intended.  If we consider not just this section but add in 3.1-4 as well, 
this will become more apparent.   
 It is significant that Wolter excludes 3.1-4 from his chiastic outline.  He says that these verses 
are meant to summarize and deliberate on what has already been said.   However, on his outline, these 61
have become throwaway verses and are functionally ignored.  Either we need to accept Wright's view 
that rising with Christ in 3.1 is parallel with dying with Christ in 2.20, or we accept Dunn's view that 
the rising with Christ begins a new major section that focuses on what the new life in Christ should 
look like.  In the previous section, I argued for the latter, but either view would be better than treating 
the verses nothing more than a summary and then ignoring them.  The death and resurrection themes 
cannot be separated and should therefore be considered as inseparable parallel sections (Wright) or an 
inseparable theme that serves to join two distinct sections (Dunn).   
 Related to this, 2.20-23 should not be viewed primarily in terms of negative commands, since to 
do that would be to miss their intention.  The point to gain from 2.20-23 is what happens as a result of 
the death of Christ - the believer dies to the world.   Viewing these verses simply as a command not to 62
follow the elements of the world and the teaching of men oversimplifies their meaning and ignores the 
underlying theme of the death of Christ.  Effectively, Wolter’s view removes 3.1-4 from Paul’s letter.  
2.20-23 is about dying with Christ to the world, and 3.1-4 opens a new major section describing rising 
with Christ and living for the heavenly world.  So, Wolter is right that 2.20-23 focus on the negative 
command to avoid following the elements of the world and human teachings, but the larger issue is the 
foundation of this negative command in the death of Christ.   
 Working backwards and considering 2.9-15, I think Wolter is almost correct with his evaluation, 
but it should be nuanced a little differently.  2.9-15 is not really about orienting oneself to Christ 
(active) or even about being oriented to Christ (passive).  These verses are about what Christ has done 
and how it affects the Colossians.  The ὅτι at the beginning of 2.9 begins to explain why the philosophy 
is not according to Christ.   V.9-10 especially take many of the concepts from the hymn in chapter 1  63 64
and apply these concepts to the Colossians.  The theme of the actions of Christ and how they benefit 
the Colossians continues through 2.15.  It is because of what Christ has done that Paul can switch to 
arguing against the Colossians philosophy in 2.16, µὴ οὖν τις ὑµᾶς κρινέτω.  2.16ff. rather than 2.9-15 
is about orienting oneself to Christ.  2.9-15 gives the Colossians the theological foundations to make 
that orientation.   
 Finally, Wolter thinks that the main body of Colossians (2.6-4.6) is summarized by the 
statement in 2.6-8.   While I do think it is good that he highlights the importance of the negative 65
command in 2.8, Dunn, Moo, O'Brien, Wright, and others are more likely correct when they say that 
2.6-7 represent the thematic statement – without v.8.   The reason for this is that the command to walk 66
 Theobald (2008:426)60
 Wolter (1993:116)61
 And as Hackenberg (2007:452) says, is no longer subject to the στοιχεῖα.  62
 MacDonald (1980:98), Moo (2008:193), O'Brien (1982:103, and Wright (1986:103)63
 O'Brien (1982:103) and Wright (1986:103).  DeMaris (1994:136) says the whole of 2.9-15 is a commentary on the hymn 64
of 1.15-20.  
 He shows this in his outline but also says it explicitly in Wolter (1993:114).  65
 Dunn (1996b:136), Moo (2008:176), O'Brien (1982:102), and Wright (1986:20)66
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in Christ  and the command not to be taken captive by human philosophies and traditions are really the 67
same thing.  2.8 really represents the double negative of 2.6.  2.6 says “Make sure you do A.”  2.8 says 
“Make sure you don't let anyone lead you into doing something other than A.”  “A” and “not, not A” 
are the same thing.  You can see further evidence of this at the end of 2.8.  After the Colossians are told 
not to be led astray by other teachings, Paul reiterates that these teachings are “not according to Christ” 
- οὐ κατὰ Χριστόν.  2.6-7, therefore, is the thematic statement, and 2.8 is the reiteration of that 
statement in a negative way.   
 Therefore, while Wolter's chiastic outline is an interesting way of looking at 2.6-4.6, ultimately 
it is not the most helpful.  It would be better to view it as the following:  
(Thematic Statement and Polemic against the Alternate Philosophy) 
 2.6-7  Thematic statement – Walk according to Christ  
 2.8-15  Theological foundations for Colossians' actions 
 2.16-19 Polemic against the Colossian philosophy 
 2.20-23 Dying with Christ to the things of this world  
(The Way of Christ) 
 3.1-4  Focus on heavenly things 
 3.5-11  Put to death what is earthly in you 
 3.12-17 Put on lives befitting God's chosen ones 
 3.18-4.1 Live this way towards those inside Christian community 
 4.2-6  Live this way towards those outside Christian community 
(Closing) 
 4.7-18  Personal greetings and closing of the letter  
1.15-2.5 
 Now, it is time to consider the opening of the letter and how it prepared the hearers for the 
thematic statement in 2.6-7 that would govern the content for the rest of the letter.  In looking for 
features that stand out from the rest of the context to help us outline this section, we come across 
something in chapter 1 that could be very important.  Many consider 1.15-20 to be a hymn inserted into 
the letter's train of thought by the author.   To consider whether a hymn has been inserted into the 68
context and what its boundaries might be is a large task, and the entire next section of this study will be 
geared towards answering those questions.  So, because they are too lengthy to be addressed adequately 
in a few paragraphs, I ask the reader to tentatively accept 1.15-20 as a hymn that has been inserted into 
the the letter.  We will take an entire chapter to address these questions in detail.  If the investigation 
 Dübbers (2005:179) points out that the phrase ἐν αὐτῷ περιπατεῖτε really is the main theme and the rest of the thematic 67
statement is subordinated to it.  
 Bruce (1984e:54), Ekkehardt (2014:65), Harris (1991:37), Koester (2000:269), Stettler (2014:549), and Thompson 68
(2005:27-28)
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into the hymn cannot demonstrate that there is such a feature in this letter, then the outline will need to 
be modified.   
 Assuming (for the moment) that 1.15-20 is a hymn that has been inserted into the letter by Paul, 
how does that affect 1.1-2.5?  The immediate answer is that it breaks the opening of the letter in half in 
a similar way to how the household code breaks the paraenetic section in half.  The hymn can, 
therefore, be used as a starting point to consider how the surrounding context relates to it.  We will start 
with the end of the hymn and work towards 2.6, then we will go back to the beginning of the letter and 
work up to the start of the hymn.   
 With v.21 we move from the hymn to what some would describe as the application of the hymn 
to the readers.   O'Brien says that the words καὶ ὑµᾶς are emphatic and mark a new beginning,  and 69 70
that v.21-23 use the language of direct speech to apply certain themes [from the hymn], esp. 
reconciliation, to the Colossian community.   There is a noticeable difference in pronoun use in the 71
first chapter of Colossians.   1st and 2nd person pronouns are used before v.15, only 3rd person 72
pronouns are used in v.15-20, and v.21 begins immediately with the words καὶ ὑµᾶς.  It looks like Paul 
was talking directly to the Colossians, inserts a hymn, then talks directly to them again – potentially 
using themes from the hymn to make his point.   
 It is common to think that 1.21-23 are tied to the preceding verses [i.e., the hymn] via the theme 
of reconciliation.   This seems likely given that the verb ἀποκατήλλαξεν is the primary word that 73
explains the state of the Colossians after becoming Christians.  However, while these verses are 
certainly tied to the hymn, we should note that they are also tied to the verses preceding the hymn, 
especially 1.13-14.  This should not be surprising if the hymn were an insertion into the text.  The 
hymn would be placed in the letter to further explain and provide a foundation for a point Paul wanted 
to make, but after the hymn, the letter would continue.  Even at a glance the themes in the two sections 
appear parallel - transferring from the domain of darkness to Christ’s kingdom where one has 
redemption (1.13-14) compared with the transition from alienation and hostility to reconciliation and 
holiness in Christ (1.21-22).  We will investigate these in more depth when we look at 1.21-23, but for 
now, it is enough to say that v.21-23 draw on themes from both the hymn and the material preceding 
the hymn.   
 With v.24, we start to find more division.  Moo says that while many commentators posit a 
significant break after v.23, Paul's rehearsal of his own ministry (1.24-2.5) elaborates themes that have 
been important through chp. 1: the power of the Gospel to transform and the knowledge of God 
through the Gospel and His Son.   Dettwiler says that in 1.24-2.5, the focus switches from the opening 74
argument to the self-introduction of the author to show his credibility and legitimacy as an apostle to 
deliver a message to the world and church.   Wright thinks that Paul's initial statement of purpose of 75
writing is 1.24-2.5: The Christian maturity he sought in prayer on the Colossians' behalf he is now 
 DeMaris (1994:136), Dettwiler (2002:85), Harris (1991:51), and Witherington (2007:138)69
 O'Brien (1982:64)70
 O'Brien (1982:32)71
 This is a topic we will discuss in more detail when we decide if a hymn really has been inserted into the letter.  72
 DeMaris (1994:136), Ekkehardt (2014:69), Moo (2008:73), O'Brien (1982:32), Sanders (1966:39), Stettler (2014:549), 73
and Thompson (2010:40)
 Moo (2008: 73)74
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working to produce by writing to them.   Here, we have three different ways of interpreting 1.24-2.5:  76
1. Moo - elaboration of themes from earlier in the letter: power of gospel and knowledge of God 
through Christ  
2. Dettwiler – author's self-introduction to show his credibility 
3. Wright – author's initial statement of purpose: help the Colossians become mature Christians 
 Dettwiler is somewhat correct in that the author is introducing himself, though the purpose does 
not seem to be to convince the Colossians to listen to him.  The focus is much more on them and their 
relationship with Christ than it is on their relationship with Paul.  With Moo, we can say that Paul is 
drawing on themes from earlier in the letter, especially the power of the gospel and knowledge of God 
through Christ.  Wright, however, is probably correct when he says that Paul is stating his purpose - to 
help them become mature Christians.   
 Twice in this section Paul says the Colossians’ maturity is his goal.   In 1.28 he says ἵνα 77
παραστήσωµεν πάντα ἄνθρωπον τέλειον ἐν Χριστῷ “that we may present everyone mature in Christ.”  
Not only does the ἵνα make it sound like he is explaining his purpose of ministry, but the first words of 
v.29 “for this I toil” make it clear that that is exactly what is in view here.   In 2.1 Paul speaks of his 78
struggle and then in 2.2-3 explains what exactly he is struggling for (the Colossians’ hearts being 
encouraged, their being knit together in love, and them knowing Christ).  This section is not simply a 
transition to the main body of the letter.  It is the statement of Paul’s purpose and an explanation of his 
goal to present everyone complete in Christ.    79
 We should also notice that in this section Paul speaks twice about the mystery of God.  The first 
time (1.27), he says that the mystery is “Christ in you, the hope of glory;” the second time (2.2), he 
says the mystery actually is Christ.  Considering that Christ has just been described as the creator and 
renewer of the cosmos and is responsible for reconciling the Colossians, it is no small thing that Paul is 
now telling the Colossians that Christ is “in you."  We will investigate this more later, but it seems very 
likely that the Colossians’ maturity is connected with their relationship to Christ.   
 As we saw above, v.21-23 resume the argument from before the inserted hymn.  In 1.13-14 Paul 
explains that a transition in kingdoms has taken place; the Colossians have been transferred from the 
domain of darkness to the kingdom of God’s beloved son.  With the hymn, Paul very clearly lays out 
the theological foundation of his argument and explains who Christ is and what he has done.  
Everything is centered on Christ, and he is above all.  There is no power outside him to whom one can 
look for help or to whom one owes allegiance.  Christ has reconciled all things in heaven and earth, and 
1.21-23 remind the Colossians that Christ is the one responsible for their reconciliation.  In 1.24-2.5, 
Paul explains to the Colossians 1) what they should do now (he wants to present the Colossians τέλειον 
“mature/perfect”) and 2) that Christ is God’s mystery revealed and their path to perfection.   With 80
 Wright (1986:20)76
 Stettler (2014:562)77
 Brändl (2006:360-1) says that the athletic metaphor of striving for a goal probably lies behind the eschatological 78
perspective of struggling/toiling to present the Colossians perfect in Christ (his goal).  
 Sumney (2008:113)79
 Lohse (1973:265), In 1.27-28, Paul is emphasizing the worldwide lordship of Christ and that Christ is proclaimed to all 80
men, who are thereby admonished and instructed in him (Christ) in order to become perfect.  
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2.6-7 we enter the main body of the letter, and everything that Paul has just been said becomes the 
foundation for everything that he is about to say.  The beginning of the thematic statement in 2.6 
“Therefore as you received Christ Jesus the Lord…” is meant to capture all of 1.1-2.5.   
 The point being made in 1.24-2.5 is that if the Colossians really want to have a relationship with 
God, they will not be able to do better than the way God has made - the mystery now revealed.  Christ 
is the way God has instituted to bridge the gap between Himself and man, and if the Colossians want to 
become τέλειον, they must follow the path God has laid out.  
The outline of this part of the letter, therefore, looks like this:  
 1.15-20 Possible christological hymn inserted into the letter (To be determined later) 
 1.21-23 Christ as responsible for Colossians’ reconciliation 
 1.24-2.5 Christ as the Colossians’ path forward 
1.1-14 
 Finally, we arrive at the introduction of the letter.  It is very likely that in these fourteen verses 
we will find not only an introduction to the hymn that starts in v.15 but also an introduction to the 
entire letter.  We should be on the lookout, therefore, for the mentioning of themes that will become 
prominent later.   
 The letter begins in v.1-2 with a greeting (sometimes called a prescript ) in which Paul and 81
Timothy are introduced to the Colossians.  V.3 is where the letter itself begins, and begins what is 
generally considered to be a thanksgiving section,  though there is not widespread agreement on how 82
the following verses should be structured.  Compare, for example, the views on v.3ff of Dunn and 
O'Brien.   
Dunn   83
 (3) We thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, always praying for you,  
  (4) having heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love that you have for all the   
 saints (5) …  
   Of this you heard earlier in the word of the truth of the gospel,  
   (6) which has come to you,  
    just as also in all the world it is bearing fruit and growing,  
   so also it is among you from the day on which you heard and came to know the   
  grace of God in truth, (7) as you learned it from Epaphras …  
  (8) and he has made clear to us your love in the Spirit.   
 (9) That is why we also, ever since we heard, have not ceased to pray on your behalf and to ask  
that you … 
 Bruce (1984e:40), Moo (2008:73), and Wilson (2005:64)81
 This is probably due in no small part to the fact that v. 3 starts with  εὐχαριστοῦµεν.  82
 Dunn (1996b:54)83
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O'Brien   84
1. verb of thanksgiving (v.3) 
2. personal object of thanksgiving (to God) (v.3) 
3. temporal verb (always) (v.3) 
4. pronomial phrase (for you) (v.3) 
5. temporal participle (praying) v.3) (which is repeated in v.9 as Paul moves to the content of his 
prayer.  V.6-8 are a digression) 
6. causal participial phrase (because we heard of your faith) (v.4) 
7. ἵνα clause indicating the content of the prayer (v.10)   85
 Something that should be considered when investigating the outline of Colossians is ancient letter writing.  If 
Colossians did bear a similar structure to other ancient letters, that could help us in understanding its layout.  
Klauck says:  
The epistolary proem consisting of 1:3-12 or preferably of 1:3-23 can be designated in rhetorical terms as 
the exordium.  The partitio stating the letter’s themes has been identified alternatively as 1:21-23 (Aletti) 
or 2:6-8 (Wolter).  The rest of the parts must be arranged accordingly.  A consensus can most nearly be 
reached in the allocation of 2:6-23 to the argumentatio or probatio and refutatio.  Otherwise the 
identifications of the peroratio as either 3:1-4 (Wolter) or 4:2-6 (Aletti) once again diverge and raise 
questions about the rhetorical arrangement of the paraenetic parts.  A basic deliberative tenor has been 
implemented with the help of epideictic features - for example, in the Christ hymn - but also in the 
descriptions of the church’s possession of salvation.    86
Witherington connects the outline of Colossians with ancient rhetorical structures as follows: 
Prescript and Greetings (1.1-2) 
Exordium/Thanksgiving Prayer (1.2-14) 
Narratio - The Pattern of Christ (1.15-20) 
Propositio (1.21-23) 
Probatio - The Knowledge and Work of Paul (1.24-2.5) 
Exhortatio (2.6-4.1) 
1. Continue to Live in Christ, Forsaking Other Knowledge, Philosophies, Principles, Rituals (2.6-23) 
2. Forsaking Other Lifestyles, Filled with the Word and Wisdom of Christ (3.1-17) 
3. Submission and Obedience in the Christian Household (3.18-4.1) 
Peroratio - A Call to Prayer and Other Forms of Wise Speech and Action (4.2-6) 
Closing Greetings and Instruction (4.7-18)  87
 There does not appear to be much consensus between the views of Witherington or Aletti and Wolter (described by 
Klauck).  While it may be possible that there is the basic structure of an ancient letter beneath Colossians, there 
does not appear to be much consensus on what such a structure would look like.  For this study, the reason we 
might refer to such structure would be if it helped us produce a stronger outline.  Instead, it looks like we would 
have to fit the outline to ancient epistolary structure rather than the other way around.  Therefore, it does not appear 
that such structural considerations would benefit us in outlining the letter to the Colossians.   
 After laying out this basic pattern, O’Brien says “Yet, within this basic structure, verses 3-8 are 
still rather difficult to follow, for this single sentence contains seven participial expressions, four 
relative clauses, three καθὼς-clauses and unusual prepositional and genitival expressions.”   If he is 88
right and this opening follows one of the two basic types of structure noted in Paul's thanksgiving 
 O'Brien (1982:8-9)84
 O'Brien says v.10, however, the ἵνα is actually in v.9.  85
 Klauck (2006:322)86
 Witherington (2007:20)87
 O’Brien (1982:9), Sumney (2008:32) says “Long, elaborate sentences are a feature of the style of Colossians, and the 88
initial thanksgiving exemplifies this: 1:3-8 is a single sentence.”  
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paragraphs,  then it is possible that someone modified that structure somewhat for another purpose.  89
 Dunn’s chiasm idea is interesting, and its center (bearing fruit and growing) is certainly an 
important theme in Colossians.  However, when we take a closer look at his suggesting, it begins to 
break down.  For example, the themes of prayer and thanksgiving feature in v.3, but one finds only 
prayer (and not thanksgiving) in v.9.  Dunn ignores the hope laid up for the Colossians in heaven in v.5 
- possibly because there is no parallel to it in v.7 or v.8.  The biggest problem though, is that he crosses 
a grammatical boundary that probably should not be crossed in order to make the chiasm work.  V.3-8 
in Greek are one long sentence  - as are v.9-14.   On Dunn’s view, the chiasm would span v.3-9, 90 91
which would ignore Paul’s grammar in favor of Dunn’s chiasm.  It would be more faithful to the text to 
leave the break between v.8 and v.9.   
 When looking at verses 3-8, it it non-controversial to say that their primary theme is 
thanksgiving.   Paul is thankful for the good start the Colossians made by placing their faith in Christ 92
Jesus and the fruit they have borne since then.  However, Paul does introduce major themes here that 
will become more prominent as one moves through the letter.  The early Christian triad of faith, love, 
and hope finds an appearance in v.3-4.   Faith and hope represent the believer’s position in relation to 93
God, and Paul will explain in the paraenetic section that love is the central virtue of Christianity.  Of 
significance also is the first appearance of the interrelationship of knowledge and actions.  Knowing 
God and walking with God will continually be connected throughout the letter, and the entire letter 
itself is an attempt by Paul to correct the Colossians’ theology and then show them how that theology 
leads to a particular lifestyle.  And, at the center of Christian theology is, of course, Christ.  Later 
sections of the letter will explain why this is so important.  
 Next, we come to v.9-14, which as we mentioned before, are one long sentence in Greek.  One 
feature we should note is the occurrence of four participles in parallel in v.10-12 (καρποφοροῦντες, 
αὐξανόµενοι, δυναµούµενοι, and εὐχαριστοῦντες).  All of this builds on the statement in v.9 that Paul 
and Timothy have not ceased to pray for them in order that (ἵνα) they [the Colossians] might be filled 
with the knowledge of his will.   The purpose of being filled with the knowledge of God’s will is so 94
that they would “walk in a manner worthy of the Lord.  Describing what this walk looks like is one of 
the main purposes of this section.   
 V.13-14 stand a little separate from v.9-12, however.  V.9-12 focus on the Colossians’ walk with 
the Lord, while v.13-14 begin the explanation of what the Lord has done for them.  This not only leads 
into the hymn, which describes how Christ was able to accomplish what he did, but it also prepares the 
way for the rest of the explanation of what the Lord has done for them (1.21-23).  So, while v.13-14 
probably still belong with v.9-12 (and we will reflect that in the outline), it is worth remembering 
exactly what their function is.   
Final Outline 
 O'Brien (1982:8)89
 Harris (1991:13)90
 Harris (1991:25), Wilson (2005:78) says that there is a “natural” division after v.8.  91
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thanksgiving and prayer for the Church is characteristic of all of the authentic Pauline letters (except Galatians).  
 Wall (1993:44)93
 MacDonald (2008:47)94
!32
 So, putting this with everything else we have found, we have the following outline:  
(Opening) 
 1.1-2  Greeting 
(Thanksgiving and Introduction) 
 1.3-8  Thanksgiving for the Colossians 
 1.9-14  The Colossians’ walk 
 1.15-20 Possible christological hymn  95
 1.21-23 Christ as responsible for Colossians’ reconciliation 
 1.24-2.5 Christ as the Colossians’ path forward 
  
(Thematic Statement and Polemic against the Alternate Philosophy) 
 2.6-7  Thematic statement – Walk according to Christ  
 2.8-15  Theological foundations for Colossians' actions 
 2.16-19 Polemic against the Colossian philosophy 
 2.20-23 Dying with Christ to the things of this world  
(The Way of Christ) 
 3.1-4  Focus on heavenly things 
 3.5-11  Put to death what is earthly in you 
 3.12-17 Put on lives befitting God's chosen ones 
 3.18-4.1 Live this way towards those inside Christian community 
 4.2-6  Live this way towards those outside Christian community 
(Closing) 
 4.7-18  Personal greetings and closing of the letter 
 In this outline, I have refrained from delineating any hierarchy within the sections or attempting 
to show the interconnections between sections, because the outline would become too complicated.  
For example, in the section with the thematic statement, much of what is said modifies 2.6-7 directly, 
and it would be easy to create a hierarchy with everything modifying 2.6-7 (furthermore, even though 
3.1-4.6 represents a new section, it is still covered under the thematic statement).  The question is, 
would this be helpful?  Maybe yes, maybe no.  In other sections, producing a hierarchical outline would 
not be so simple.  In the thanksgiving and introduction section, the individual parts build off one 
another in succession, i.e., there is no hierarchy.  Therefore, I have left everything simply divided into 
 The boundaries are yet to be determined.  95
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major sections and their constituent parts, because what the outline really needs to do is to give the 
reader an idea of the flow of argument in the letter so that as we investigate individual parts, the their 
place in the letter can be kept in mind.  Further complicating the outline will not help with that task.   
 Also, it should be noted that while I have separated this letter into sections, this is somewhat 
artificial.  The “Way of Christ” section represents what many call the paranetic section, because it 
contains the highest quantity of paraenetic material.  However, all paraenetic material is not contained 
in this section.  Likewise, while the thematic statement is made in 2.6-7, the previous section builds 
towards that statement by making other statements with similar content.  Perhaps difficulties like these 
are why commentators are not widely agreed on the outline of Colossians.  It might be better, therefore, 
to treat outlines of Colossians as more of guidelines than strict divisions in the text.  
 The essential flow of thought in Colossians is the following.  In the opening of the letter, Paul 
greets those who have remained faithful to Christ (thus hinting at the issue at hand - some have left or 
are in danger of leaving the path).  He expresses his genuine thankfulness for the beginning of the 
Colossians’ path - the faith they once expressed in Christ.  Paul begins to introduce the major themes of 
the letter and then provides the theological foundation (christological hymn) for the points he will make 
later.  He shows the Colossians how this theology applies to them and explains that this is the way God 
has made to solve the problems they and the rest of humanity have.  At this point (2.6-7), Paul makes 
the statement that will guide the content of the rest of the letter.  The Colossians have left the path on 
which they have started (the one created by God) for a man-made path - which is hopelessly inferior.  
He exhorts them to walk according to Christ (die to this world and man-made philosophy) and live for 
the world above.  Paul explains what this looks like and closes the letter.   
 In putting together an outline of the letter, we have probably gotten a glimpse of some of things 
that we will find to be important as we search for the essence of Paul’s message and what makes it 
distinctively Christian.  However, we also saw that Paul was responding to a specific situation in 
Colossae.  We should remember that Paul was not writing a Christian theology; he was responding to a 
specific situation.  Will will not, therefore, be able to simply identify the main points of the letter and 
say that those are the distinctive elements of Christianity.  Rather, as investigate Paul’s thought in the 
letter, we should look for his reasoning.  For example, we should not simply be concerned with the fact 
that Paul thinks the Colossians should remain faithful to Christ; we should want to know why Paul 
thinks the Colossians should remain faithful to Christ.  As we work through the letter, we are going to 
look for both the main themes of the letter as well as the reasons he gives to support them.  Then, when 
we get to the conclusion, we will use these to look for what Paul thinks is indispensable to Christianity 
and what is not.   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3. Thanksgiving (1.3-8) 
Introduction 
 Before we look at the content of these verses, we need to ask whether Paul was following a pre-
set style.   Many commentators suggest that beginning of the letter to the Colossians represents a 96
classical exordium.   If this is the case, we can expect these opening verses (and possibly the ones 97
following) to conform to a standard format.  Cerutti explains:  
The three-fold function of the exordium dictated that the orator: 1) secure the goodwill 
(benevolentia) of his audience through the effective delineation and exploitation of character 
(persona); 2) focus their attention (attentio animi) by presenting the facts of his case (causa) in 
a way that made it seem urgent and of wide importance; and 3) make them receptive (docilitas) 
to hear and be persuaded by what he has to say by removing any prejudice against him or his 
client that might be the work of the opposition.    98
Cerutti goes on to say that “because circumstances and individuals involved in each speech would 
naturally change from case to case, the two primary components of the exordium, treatment of persona 
and causa, were the most important as they were the most mercurial.”    99
 The exordium essentially served to do two things: 1) soften the audience so that they would be 
willing to listen to what the speaker has to say, and 2) give an overview or summary of what facts were 
to be presented.   The question we need to ask is, was Paul writing an exordium?   100
 The problem we are going to have is in the connection between rhetorical theory and 
epistolography.  Klauck says the following:  
Some rapprochement has also been fostered by the fact that over the centuries rhetoric 
developed into a primary force in education and permeated all aspects of culture, resulting in an 
increasing rhetorization of diverse literary genres.  But the converging lines of the oration and 
the letter did not actually cross in theoretical reflection until late antiquity.  From then on, 
among the Byzantine, in the Latin Middle Ages, and in humanism, instruction in letter writing 
was considered a self-evident part of rhetoric.  101
If this is true, then it looks like the formal interaction we might hope for came after the writing of 
Colossians.  That does not mean that a connection between speeches and letters did not exist; it only 
means that it was not codified until later.   
 All is not lost, however.  Stowers says “The rules for certain types of speeches, however, were 
adapted for use in corresponding letter types.  So, for example, a letter of consolation written by a 
person with rhetorical training may more or less follow the form of consolatory speech.”   This really 102
 We looked into whether there was a defined structure in these verses when we were outlining Colossians.  Here, we are 96
looking into the themes of v.3-8.  
 If Paul were following standard rhetorical structure, the letter could then be divided into the following sections: 1) 97
exordium; 2) narratio; 3) proposito; 4) probatio; 5) refutatio; and 6) peroratio.  
 Cerutti (1996:151-2), also Lausberg (1998:121ff.)98
 Cerutti (1996:152)99
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 Stowers (1986:34)102
!35
should not be surprising.  If a person trained in rhetoric decided to write a letter, one would not expect 
him to forget everything he learned.  Undoubtedly, some of it would transfer over.  Klauck, I think, 
would agree with this.  He says that “Public speaking and letter writing are both forms of human 
communication through language, and as such they are bound to bear some similarities.”  103
 This still leaves us asking the question, to what degree we can tie speeches to letters?  When 
speaking about the current state of research on this topic, Klauck says “The integration of rhetoric and 
epistolography continues to require considerable effort.”   That does not mean that such an integration 104
is not possible, only that it has not happened yet.  However, what we should remember is that this study 
is about trying to find what Paul thought Christianity was.  We are not attempting to prove any theories 
about the relationship between letters and speeches.  If there is not a strong consensus on their 
relationship, and we moved forward assuming there were, we would be building our argument on an 
unstable foundation.   
 However, it is not necessary that speeches and letters were formally linked as of the time of the 
writing of Colossians.  We said above that an exordium served to achieve two basic goals: 1) soften the 
audience so that they would be willing to listen to what the speaker has to say, and 2) give an overview 
or summary of what facts were to be presented.  Whether v.3-8 are an exordium or not, if the basic 
pattern of introduction to speeches was widespread, it is probable that an audience would have 
expected delivery of information to achieve both of these goals.  As we move through this section, we 
should look for how Paul attempts to soften/connect with his audience as well as (the part which is 
most important to this study) what themes he introduces and thinks are the most important.  If it is true 
that Paul is introducing the most important themes in v.3-8, then while his complete thoughts will not 
be revealed here, this passage should sensitize us to what is yet to come.   
1.3 
εὐχαριστοῦµεν τῷ θεῷ πατρὶ τοῦ κυρίου ἡµῶν Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ πάντοτε περὶ ὑµῶν προσευχόµενοι 
 With the first word of v.3, εὐχαριστοῦµεν, we find Paul fulfilling one of goals we just stated.  
He is softening the audience so that they will be more willing to listen to him by telling them that he 
and Timothy thank God for them.  However, while Paul’s thanksgiving does attempt to win the 
audience, that is not all it does.  V.3 begins a theme of thanksgiving that will continue throughout the 
letter.    
 There are seven places in Colossians where Paul speaks on thankfulness.   What is interesting 105
is that thankfulness makes an appearance in quite significant places.   
1.3  Thankfulness expresses Paul and Timothy’s attitude when thinking about the   
  Colossians.   
1.12  The Colossians are told to thank the Father who qualified them to share in the   
  inheritance.   
 Klauck (2006:209)103
 Klauck (2006:224)104
 O’Brien (1977:63) says “Thanksgiving appears in Colossians twice as often as in 2 Corinthians and three times more 105
frequently than in the other letters of the Pauline corpus.”  
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2.7  In the thematic statement, “abounding in thanksgiving” is one of the three descriptors of  
  what it means to walk in Christ.   
3.15, 16, 17 Three times in the description of how the Colossians are to live their lives on a   
  daily basis, Paul speaks to them of being thankful.   
4.2  Immediately after the household code, Paul returns to thankfulness before closing the  
  paraenetic section and the letter.   
 Paul’s emphasis on thanksgiving, both in v.3 and throughout the letter, was not merely reliance 
on the epistolary style of the time.   Thankfulness is key to the Christian life and follows directly 106
from the letter’s theology.  Lenski says that here, Paul “is not telling his readers what a grateful man he 
is but is drawing their attention to the great thankworthy things God has bestowed on them.”   We 107
will find a consistent emphasis throughout the letter on what God has done for the Colossians, and 
thankfulness is the proper response.   
 However, thankfulness is not the end but the beginning.  The thankfulness that Paul will be 
encouraging throughout the letter is not merely the proper response after receiving a gift (as if one were 
simply being polite).  Rather, as Pao says, “acts of thanksgiving are acts of worship, and a life of 
worship is manifested in the way Christians are to live out their confession.”   Notice in the verses 108
above which speak of thanksgiving that all of them (except perhaps v.3) are either about Christian 
praxis or (in the case of 1.12) are connecting Christian theology with Christian praxis.  Here is the flow 
of thought: God acts through Christ to reconcile and renew the Colossians.  The Colossians 
(appropriately) are thankful to God for what He has done and live differently as a result.  Throughout 
this letter we will see Paul connecting beliefs and actions, and thanksgiving is the glue that holds them 
together.  In Paul’s theology, he consistently emphasizes who Christ is, what he has done for the 
Colossians/believers, and (because they are/should be thankful) that they should live anew.   
 Something else we should notice about this verse is the way it relates Jesus to God.   Moo 109
suggests that “Perhaps, in a letter that elevates Christ, Paul wants at the outset to anchor the person of 
Christ firmly to God the Father.  As supreme as Christ is in the work of both creation and redemption, 
his identity and his work cannot be understood apart from his relationship to God the Father.”   Given 110
the highly exalted language that will be used of Christ in the hymn and elsewhere, it would not be 
difficult for the Colossians to get the idea that Jesus somehow is God the Father, which would lead 
them down another direction Paul does not want them to go.  Rather than risk another set of false 
beliefs, it is far easier to give the big picture and then address the issues within that.  Jesus is not some 
new God; he is the Son (albeit in a special way) of the God they already know.    111
 Arzt (1994:37) and O’Brien (1977:63)106
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 We should also note that just one verse previous (v.2) to this, Paul relates himself, Timothy, and 
the Colossians to God as “our Father.”  Thompson points out that this shows both similarities and 
differences in the relationship between the Colossians and God and the relationship between Jesus and 
God.   Jesus has a direct relationship to God, but everyone else is related to God by virtue of being 112
“in Christ” (v.2).   
1.4 
ἀκούσαντες τὴν πίστιν ὑµῶν ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ καὶ τὴν ἀγάπην ἣν ἔχετε εἰς πάντας τοὺς ἁγίους 
 As we move on to v.4, we should remember that it continues the thought of v.3.  Moo says 
“Although expressed in Greek as a simple participle, the ‘hearing’ of v.4 is rightly taken by all the 
English translations in a causal sense: because we have heard.  Verses 4-5 explain why Paul gives 
thanks for the Colossians: they are exhibiting the three cardinal Christian virtues of faith, love, and 
hope.”   We should read the flow of thought like this: εὐχαριστοῦµεν … ἀκούσαντες τὴν πίστιν ὑµῶν 113
… καὶ τὴν ἀγάπην …   
 The faith that the Colossians have is not, as Wright says, just “any religious belief.  It is defined 
as faith in Christ Jesus.  This phrase (which could have the connotation of the sphere in which faith 
operates rather than, as an English reader tends to assume, the object of faith) is one of Paul’s regular 
shorthand ways of describing characteristically Christian faith.”   To be in the sphere of Christ means 114
to be operating under his influence and control.  This places greater importance on the statements in the 
hymn about Christ’s creation of the world.  If Christ created all things and rules over all things, then his 
sphere of influence has no bounds.   
 Additionally, through Christ, the Colossians have transferred from one sphere to another.  Keck 
says the following:  
Paul thinks holistically, in terms of the structures or wholes: Adam and Christ, Israel and 
Gentiles, law and grace, Spirit and flesh, etc.  Each of these polarities is a structure of existence 
in which one participates, in which one’s existence is defined because the participant is, by 
definition, ‘open’ to and governed by the structure … Paul’s gospel therefore announces that 
emancipation from one structure is possible because participation in another is available.  115
We will see in 1.13-14 that through Christ the Colossians changed spheres from the dominion of 
darkness to the kingdom of God’s beloved son.  In 1.21-23, we will see how this transference changed 
the Colossians personally from alienated and evil to reconciled and holy.  The Colossians have made 
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the transfer from one sphere to another but are in danger of failing to follow through with their new 
path.  As a result, we will see continued emphasis on the Colossians continuing down the path on which 
they started.   
 What should be clear, even at this point in the letter, is that everything that shapes the world of 
the Colossians is based on what Christ has done.  This places a high degree of importance on the truth 
claims of Christianity (especially the person and work of Christ), because they form the basis for 
everything else in the letter.  If Christ is who Paul says he is, then his other points may follow.  If Christ 
is not who Paul says he is, then his other points certainly do not follow.  Wright says “Faith, for Paul, 
includes not only personal trust and commitment, but also the belief that certain things are true … The 
present context emphasizes the truth of the gospel as something to be heard and acknowledged with the 
mind (vv.5-6), and so stresses if anything the ‘belief’ side, though by no means at the expense of 
‘commitment.’  ‘Belief,’ if genuine, is more than just mental assent to truths.”   Here, Wright gets at 116
something that will be important to remember as we move through the letter.  Faith involves both 
mental assent to truths (especially those about Christ) and commitment to living the life that those 
truths imply.   
 To the point about how the Colossians are to live out their faith in Christ, throughout the letter, 
we will regularly see Paul place Christ at the center of the Colossians’ world and relate everything to 
him (especially through the recurring “in him” and “with him” themes).  In the paraenetic section, the 
Colossians will be described as being renewed in the image of their creator (3.9-10).  They are being 
remade into little images/symbols of Christ.  As followers of Christ, everything in their lives now 
revolves around him.  Faith ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ points to this.  
 Schnelle makes a general statement about Paul’s use of “faith” in the New Testament that is 
representative of the ideas we will see in Colossians.  He says the following:  
For Paul, the content of faith is not to be separated from the act of faith, which brings one into 
relationship with God and others.  If the content of faith is the resurrection of Jesus Christ from 
the dead, then the acceptance of this saving message does not occur in a detached manner 
separate from one’s own existence; rather, ‘faith in Jesus Christ’ means to acknowledge him as 
Lord and to enter into a personal relationship with him.  117
Schnelle describes the two dimensions of Christianity here as the 1) content of faith and 2) the act of 
faith, and he speaks of these as connected.  Dunn describes the two dimensions differently but with 
much the same effect.  He says we should pay attention to “the degree to which the vertical (‘faith in 
Christ’) was integrated with the horizontal (‘love for the saints’).  Paul would have never wanted these 
two to fall apart.”    118
 Christianity, here, is described as all-encompassing.  It was no mere practical guide for getting 
through one’s life, nor was it a set of theories discussed only by the theological elite.  Rather, it is both 
beliefs grounded in truth and actions flowing from thankfulness for what Christ has done.  It is the 
connection with God and connection with man.  And, as we will see, it is the revelation to and renewal 
of both the individual believer and the world that believer touches.   
 Wright (1986:51)116
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 In the second half of v.4, we find the juxtaposition of faith, love, and hope so common to early 
Christianity.   However, we should remember that while ἀγάπη is a common word in Christian 119
theological studies, it was not used much at the time of this letter.   Since early Christianity was 120
creating its own usage of this word, instead of attempting to define it using the infrequent external 
usage, we will wait until the paraenetic section to let Paul explain what it means further.  But, even 
though we are not looking at ἀγάπη in detail here, we should notice that Paul brought it up in the 
introduction to the letter and likely viewed it as one of his major points.   
 The love that the Colossians are being praised for is not a generic love it is for all the saints.  
This is probably a reference to God’s people rather than to any inherent moral qualities such people 
may possess.   We have already seen a reference to the saints in v.2, where Paul addresses the saints 121
and faithful brothers in Christ at Colossae.  There, saints and faithful brothers are placed in parallel, and 
given that Paul is correcting their actions in the letter, sinlessness is not in view.  Rather, the emphasis 
here is on belonging to a group of people - specifically, those who are in Christ.  For the Colossians, 
this primarily meant other Christians with whom they would have interacted on a regular basis as well 
as members of other churches in the Lycus Valley and throughout Asia Minor.    122
 Something we should not miss is that with the introduction of the theme of love, καὶ τὴν ἀγάπην 
ἣν ἔχετε εἰς πάντας τοὺς ἁγίους, we first see the idea of community.  Wright says “For Paul, the sure 
sign of grace at work was the fact of a loving community created out of nothing: of a love not restricted 
to those with whom one has a natural affinity, but which extends to all the saints.”   We will see in 123
chapter 3 the emphasis Paul places on the love as the chief moral virtue and on a Christianity without 
borders (all the saints).  Here, Paul is praising the Colossians for their love of all the saints at the same 
time he is emphasizing the importance of that love to Christianity.   
1.5 
διὰ τὴν ἐλπίδα τὴν ἀποκειµένην ὑµῖν ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς ἣν προηκούσατε ἐν τῷ λόγῳ τῆς ἀληθείας τοῦ 
εὐαγγελίου 
 The third member of the triad, hope, stands apart from the other two.  Paul says ἀκούσαντες τὴν 
πίστιν ὑµῶν … καὶ τὴν ἀγάπην … διὰ τὴν ἐλπίδα.  It is significant that the first two terms are 
connected with a καὶ, but hope stands in relation to the other two by means of a διὰ.  Bing and Moo 
want to say that hope is linked to faith and love in a causative way - their faith and love is because of 
the hope laid up for them in heaven.   The causative force they are implying might be a little strong, 124
and other commentators think it is better to say that faith and love “spring from” hope.   Whichever is 125
correct, what we can say is that the hope that Paul is referring to is in some way the precursor to faith 
 O’Brien (1982:11) says it “seems to have been a sort of compendium of the Christian life current in the early apostolic 119
church.”  
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century AD and is relatively rare in the LXX, usually used there in reference to conjugal love.”  
 Moo (2008:84-5)121
 Dunn (1996b:58) and Moo (2008:85), We will discuss this further when we cover 1.12.  122
 Wright (1986:51)123
 Bing (2007:80) and Moo (2008:85)124
 Dunn (1996b:58) and Wright (1986:52)125
!40
and love.  Before we can understand the relation, though, we need to understand what he means by 
hope.   
 Hope, here, is τὴν ἐλπίδα τὴν ἀποκειµένην ὑµῖν ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς.  ἀποκειµένην is very 
important to our understanding of hope, because the fact that it is “laid up/stored” for the Colossians 
means that this hope is objective rather than subjective.   What Paul has in mind is not a feeling of 126
hopefulness but rather some true statement about external reality that will impact the Colossians’ 
future.  This hope exists, in some way, ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς.   
 On the basis of the plural form “heavens,” Dunn thinks that the Jewish belief in the multiple 
regions of heaven is in view.  He says “If the usual topography is in mind here, the implication would 
be that the lower reaches of heaven were populated by (normally hostile) ‘principalities and powers,’ 
with God and his angels in the upper regions or beyond all the heavens.  The hope, then, would be for a 
destiny that outmaneuvers and defeats these powers and reaches right into the presence of God.”   127
Ultimately, Dunn’s view on ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς makes the Colossians’ hope sure, because it is founded on 
the sovereignty of God.  This certainly fits with the theology we find in Colossians - especially, the 
verses about the powers and authorities in chapters 1 and 2.  However, unless we can find confirmation 
elsewhere in the letter that this view of heaven is actually what is meant by the plural “heavens,” it 
seems like a big assumption to make.   
 Alternatively, Bruce has a similar view (only with less assumptions).  He says “This Christian 
hope formed part of the subject matter of the gospel as it was originally proclaimed at Colossae: ‘laid 
up in heaven’ as it is, it cannot well be anything other than Christ himself, who lives there at God’s 
right hand and at the same time indwells his people as their ‘hope of glory’ (Col 1:27; 3:1-4).”   128
Similar to Dunn’s view, Bruce’s makes the Colossians’ hope sure by founding it on the sovereignty of 
Christ.  Since the letter itself says that Christ is seated at the right hand of God and that Christ dwells in 
the believer, there are no assumptions to make, and this view is to be preferred.   So, how can we 129
define this hope?   
 Commentators variously describe the essence of this hope as eschatological,  focused on the 130
ultimate goal or horizon,  oriented towards the future,  and directed upwards.   Ultimately, while 131 132 133
all of these point towards various facets of hope, Thompson is right when she says that hope lies in 
what God has done for them in Christ.   At its core, Christian hope (on Paul’s view) is possible 134
because of who Christ is and what he has done for the Colossians.  All of the theology in the letter 
centers around this, and Paul expects the Colossians to reject the alternate philosophy and live as 
Christians because of this.   
 Something worth noting is that this hope differs from hope held by pagans.  Schnelle says the 
following:  
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Christian expectation of the future is therefore a well-grounded hope, for it is not subject to the 
ambiguities of what is to come.  Whereas in Greek thought the future and thus hope were 
perceived as both attractive and threatening, believers live in the unqualified confidence that the 
future has lost its threatening character.  Hope, like faith and love, belongs to the fundamentals 
of Christian existence.    135
The Greek version of hope Schnelle describes sounds more like possibility, since not only could things 
go very well in the future, they could also go very badly.  For the Christian, on the other hand, because 
his hope rests in Christ (1.23, 27), there is no reason for apprehension.  
 In the very nature of the word hope is something that we should not miss.  By hoping for 
something, one is looking externally for help, change, or something else from outside.  One possible 
contrast would be something like work, which comes from one’s own self.  Thompson says that “from 
the very beginning, Paul reminds his readers that their hope lies in what God has done for them in 
Christ and not in their own capacities or abilities … Their lives have now become part of the story of 
the gospel, God’s gracious deliverance in Christ.  Therefore, although they anticipate God’s final 
consummation, they do not need something further or different to complete the gospel which they had 
received in faith.”    136
 Let us now return to faith and love.  We said above that these flow out of/spring from/are 
caused by hope.  If Christian hope is confidence in the future based on who Christ is and what he has 
done, how does that lead to faith and love?   
 I think the place to start is to ask the question, what could possibly be the basis of faith?  If Paul 
(or another early Christian) were speaking to a Jewish audience, this might be the place one would 
expect to find a recounting of the history of the people of Israel.  Featured strongly in this history 
would be how God has rescued them many times (especially from Egypt) and has given them good 
reason to trust in Him.  Interestingly, what we have here is essentially the Gentile equivalent.  Since 
they do not have the same history Jewish people do, the only part of the story they would identify with 
is what happened recently, i.e. who Christ is and what he has done.  We saw above that this is exactly 
what hope is - confidence in the future based on who Christ is and what he has done.   
 Faith and love are based on hope, because of what God has done through Christ.  Christ’s 
actions, including rescuing the Gentiles in a way reminiscent of God rescuing Israel (1.13-14, 21-23), 
make it possible for them to trust him/have faith in him.  Because the Colossians are being remade into 
the image of their creator (3.9-10), it is possible for them to love one another selflessly.  If it were not 
for Christ, neither faith nor love would be possible.   
 In the last half of v.5, Paul grounds the hope the Colossians have in “the word of truth, the 
gospel.”  Each of these three words is linked to the others with the genitive case, which makes it more 
difficult to pinpoint their exact relationship to one another.   However, even if we cannot determine 137
how they are to be linked grammatically, we should note that “word,” “truth,” and “gospel” are being 
 Schnelle (2009:581), also Dunn (1996b:58)135
 Thompson (2005:19)136
 Moo (2008:86)137
!42
linked.  Here, the “word of truth”  is certainly meant to contrast the Christian message with the 138
“empty deceit” (2.8) of the Colossian philosophers.   What Paul is doing here is grounding the 139
Christian message in its truth.  It is not mere wishful thinking or a “technique for changing people’s 
lives.”   Rather, Paul’s claim is that the Christian message represents the way the cosmos actually is, 140
and because of that, people should pay attention.   
 Paul says to the Colossians that they have heard of this ἣν (“before”), but it is not clear what 
before refers to.  Dunn thinks the reference is probably to when the Colossians first heard the gospel 
from Epaphras, but he and Wilson point out that the Greek simply refers to an earlier, unspecified date, 
i.e. “recently.”   We should probably not try to make anything more of this than to simply say that the 141
Colossians already were familiar with the message that Paul was giving them,   
 Finally, in v.5 hope is being connected with the gospel, εὐαγγέλιον.  Wright says that Paul is 
using hope “as a bridge from the description of Christian existence in verses 4-5a to the description - 
still within the overall thanksgiving - of how this new life came about.  The ‘hope’ is that which you 
have already heard about in the word of truth, the gospel.”   This connection should not really be 142
surprising.  We said above that by hoping for something, one is looking externally for help, change, or 
something else from outside.  Hope is centered on who Christ is and what he has done for believers.  As 
a result, hope is good news to the one who has the promises of God, so it is not surprising that Paul 
chose to connect hope with εὐαγγέλιον.    143
1.6-8 
τοῦ παρόντος εἰς ὑµᾶς καθὼς καὶ ἐν παντὶ τῷ κόσµῳ ἐστὶν καρποφορούµενον καὶ αὐξανόµενον καθὼς 
καὶ ἐν ὑµῖν ἀφ’ ἧς ἡµέρας ἠκούσατε καὶ ἐπέγνωτε τὴν χάριν τοῦ θεοῦ ἐν ἀληθείᾳ καθὼς ἐµάθετε ἀπὸ 
Ἐπαφρᾶ τοῦ ἀγαπητοῦ συνδούλου ἡµῶν ὅς ἐστιν πιστὸς ὑπὲρ ὑµῶν διάκονος τοῦ Χριστοῦ ὁ καὶ 
δηλώσας ἡµῖν τὴν ὑµῶν ἀγάπην ἐν πνεύµατι 
 V.6 does not begin a new thought but continues the one from v.5.  In v.5, we looked at the 
connection of the gospel with hope.  In v.6, we find that the gospel (the word of truth and the source of 
hope) is that which has come to the Colossians.   
 Paul says here, as he will again in 1.23, that the gospel has been proclaimed in the whole world 
(“all creation under heaven” in 1.23).  This does not mean, however, that everyone in the entire world 
has heard the message.  Wright suggests this phrase probably has an eschatological meaning.  He says 
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“From his perspective as a converted Pharisee the important point was that the salvation promised in 
the Old Testament had now been unleashed upon the world irrespective of geographical or racial 
barriers.”   This seems reasonable if we know that Paul is going to speak to the breaking down of 144
barriers in 3.11.  Along with this, there is probably an implicit critique of the Colossian philosophy in 
that the Christian message is worldwide whereas their philosophy is only local and therefore less likely 
to be true.    145
 Along with this, Paul may also be using the logical or rhetorical argument “a maiore ad minus” 
in which one argues from a larger, stronger entity to a smaller, weaker one.  The argument would then 
be: the gospel is bearing fruit and increasing in the whole world, therefore, it should be bearing fruit 
and increasing among you, too.  Given that we said Paul was introducing the main themes of the letter 
in this section, bearing fruit and increasing is probably what Paul expects to be happening among the 
Colossians as a result of accepting the gospel.   
 The gospel has been bearing fruit and increasing wherever it goes.  The phrase, 
καρποφορούµενον καὶ αὐξανόµενον, is considered by many commentators to be reminiscent of Genesis 
1.   But, as Sumney points out, “it is the gospel, not the Colossians, that is bearing fruit and growing.  146
This keeps the emphasis on what God is doing.”   This should imply to the Colossians that if they 147
leave the gospel for the alternate philosophy, the bearing fruit and growing that has been occurring will 
stop.   
 In v.5, Paul reminds the Colossians that the message he is preaching is the one that they “heard 
before.”  Now in v.6, we have a second reference to the Colossians’ hearing of the message - “since the 
day you heard and understood the grace of God in truth” (καθὼς καὶ ἐν ὑµῖν ἀφ’ ἧς ἡµέρας ἠκούσατε 
καὶ ἐπέγνωτε τὴν χάριν τοῦ θεοῦ ἐν ἀληθείᾳ).  There are two things we should note, here.  First, is the 
repetition of “truth.”  It is debated whether the phrase ἐν ἀληθείᾳ modifies ἠκούσατε καὶ ἐπέγνωτε or 
τὴν χάριν τοῦ θεοῦ,  but the fact that we see ἀληθείᾳ in both v.5 and v.6 is probably not an accident.  148
As we said above, this is probably meant to be a contrast with the empty deceit of the alternate 
philosophy (2.8) - the true path being through Christ.   
 Second, we have another way of describing the message that the Colossians have heard.  In v.5, 
Paul refers to the message they heard before as the εὐαγγέλιον; here, it is described as the grace of 
God.  The word χάρις plays an important role in Christian theology, but it does not feature in this 
letter.   However, by describing the message τὴν χάριν τοῦ θεοῦ, Paul is making it clear that what the 149
Colossians have heard has God as its source.  The alternate philosophy, however, is κατὰ τὴν 
παράδοσιν τῶν ἀνθρώπων (2.8).  Even though he has not made his arguments yet, here in the 
introduction, Paul is setting the stage for the polemic to come.  The message they heard from Epaphras 
is the gospel, is the word of truth, comes from God, and bears fruit and increases in the whole world as 
well as among the Colossians.  By contrast, the philosophy will be set up as the antithesis of all of 
these.   
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 Finally, we need to consider the structure of v.6 and its connection with v.7.  Between these two 
verses, there are three instances of καθὼς.  They are as follows:  
1) καθὼς καὶ ἐν παντὶ τῷ κόσµῳ ἐστὶν καρποφορούµενον καὶ αὐξανόµενον 
2) καθὼς καὶ ἐν ὑµῖν ἀφ’ ἧς ἡµέρας ἠκούσατε καὶ ἐπέγνωτε τὴν χάριν τοῦ θεοῦ ἐν ἀληθείᾳ 
3) καθὼς ἐµάθετε ἀπὸ Ἐπαφρᾶ τοῦ ἀγαπητοῦ συνδούλου ἡµῶν 
This structure serves to link these three statements so that the fruit bearing and growth cannot be 
separated from the gospel which is defined as the gospel that they learned from Epaphras.  O’Brien 
says “The term ‘learned’ (ἐµάθετε) probably indicates that Epaphras had given them systematic 
instruction in the gospel rather than some flimsy outline and that these Colossians had committed 
themselves as disciples to that teaching.”   In other words, if the Colossians wanted to continue 150
growing and bearing fruit, they needed to stick to what they were taught without any additions or 
changes.   
Significance 
 1.3-8 is the introduction to the letter, and as we discussed above, it serves to do two things.  
First, it softens the audience so that they will be willing to listen to what Paul has to say.  Through his 
thanksgiving to God for the Colossians and the mentioning of their faith, love, and hope, Paul begins 
the letter on a positive note so as to make the Colossians more receptive to what he is about to say.  
Second, the introduction gives an overview or summary of the ideas that he will focus on in the rest of 
the letter.  Here, we get our first glimpse of the main topics that Paul considers to be important.   
 Right from the beginning, we see Paul emphasizing that Christianity is grounded in Christ.  As 
we move through the letter, we will find that this is not as simple as saying that Jesus is important and 
then moving on.  Paul will spend a lot of time talking about who Christ is, what he has done, and why 
all of that matters.  Here, we see that the actions of Christ have created a hope for those who follow 
him that is not merely wishful thinking but is based on a new future reality.  Because of this, the 
Christian is to trust Jesus (faith), base his actions on a new future (hope), and live selflessly in relation 
to others (love).  These are not detailed positions, but they do represent an introduction to the main 
themes in Colossians.   
 We also see in these verses a hint of the controversy which Paul will address.  It is the Gospel 
which is bearing fruit and increasing rather than some other worldview (looking forward to the 
alternate philosophy).  So, while Paul has yet to go into any depth on his views of Christianity or begin 
his evaluation of the philosophy, we see a little bit of his general direction.  As we move through the 
letter, we will see both the main themes as well as their interaction with the philosophy developed 
much further.   
 O’Brien (1982:15)150
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4. The Colossians’ Walk (1.9-14) 
Introduction 
 In the outline, we had some difficulty dividing between sections.  This was due to the fact that 
everything in Colossians flows from one section to the next.  Even though v.9-14 are one long sentence 
in Greek,  and it would seem that they could therefore be sectioned off from the surrounding verses 151
fairly easily, they still use themes from the previous section and prepare for the material ahead.  As we 
look at this section in detail, we should keep in mind everything that has come previously.   
 V.3-8 were an introduction, and we saw that they served to both 1) soften the audience so that 
they would be more willing to hear what Paul had to say as well as 2) introduce the main themes of the 
letter.  V.9-14 shift from Paul giving thanks for what has already been done among the Colossians to 
what he prays will be done.  Yet, verses 9-14 begin with διὰ τοῦτο and build on the previous 
(thanksgiving) section of the letter, v.3-8.   Wright says “The link with the opening thanksgiving (for 152
this reason) should not be overlooked.  It is because of what God has already done that Paul can pray 
with confidence for what God will do.”    153
 In this section, we will begin to see some of the main themes being worked out that were merely 
introduced in the previous one.  Most importantly for our topic, we will see what it is that Paul wants 
for the Colossians in their Christian lives as well as what God has done for them through Christ.   
1.9 
διὰ τοῦτο καὶ ἡµεῖς ἀφ’ ἧς ἡµέρας ἠκούσαµεν οὐ παυόµεθα ὑπὲρ ὑµῶν προσευχόµενοι καὶ αἰτούµενοι 
ἵνα πληρωθῆτε τὴν ἐπίγνωσιν τοῦ θελήµατος αὐτοῦ ἐν πάσῃ σοφίᾳ καὶ συνέσει πνευµατικῇ 
 When we look at the first verse, we find a prayer not for action on the Colossians’ part 
(something they should do) but rather for action on God’s part (something Paul prays God will do).  
Sumney says that the “use of the passive 'be filled' (πληρωθῆτε), indicates that God is the actor.  This 
statement implies that the Colossians do not attain this knowledge for themselves; God grants it to 
them.”   If God is the one who grants the knowledge to the Colossians, and they cannot attain the 154
knowledge for themselves, then the Colossians must focus on their relationship with God.  How else 
could they attain the knowledge for which Paul was praying if they do not focus on God who grants the 
knowledge?  So, what is this knowledge?   
 MacDonald thinks the word knowledge itself gives a clue as to its meaning.  “The compound 
noun translated as knowledge here, ἐπίγνωσις, can mean full or complete knowledge or insight.  But it 
seems more likely that the addition of ἐπί to the general term γνωσις in this case serves the grammatical 
purpose of expressing knowledge directed toward a particular object, i.e., God's will.”   Bruce points 155
out that in Proverbs, rather than knowledge being something solely of the head “true knowledge is 
founded in practical religion.  Prov. 1.7: the fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge.”    156
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 It is worth noting that the mere presence of the word knowledge does not imply Gnosticism.  
Sumney says “The presence of the terms 'knowledge' and 'wisdom' here and throughout Colossians 
does not point to problems stemming from a particular type of heresy (e.g., Gnosticism), because many 
religions and philosophies spoke of their teachings as 'knowledge.'  The qualifying phrases that follow 
specify the kind of knowledge that the writer has in mind.”   What we should focus on are the two 157
phrases that follow and describe knowledge: “of his will” and “in all wisdom and spiritual 
understanding.”  
 About the first phrase, Dunn says “It is not surprising that the prayer focuses on ‘knowledge of 
his (God’s) will.’  For a theist who believes that God’s active purpose determines the ordering of the 
world, lies behind events on earth, and shapes their consequences, one of the most desirable objectives 
must be to know God’s will.”   In addition to this, we can say one other important thing about this 158
phrase - it points towards the revelation of God to man.  Knowledge of anything about a transcendent 
being is not something one can obtain unless it is given (or else the being would not be transcendent).  
The prayer that the Colossians be filled (πληρωθῆτε) with the knowledge of God’s will is a prayer for 
exactly that.  Paul is praying that God give the Colossians knowledge about His will.   
 The other phrase that describes the type of knowledge Paul wants the Colossians to have is “all 
spiritual wisdom and understanding.”  The fact that this knowledge is “spiritual” is very likely meant to 
contrast with the traditions of men in 2.8.  But, what does spiritual actually mean?  Lincoln says, “The 
mention of the Spirit in the previous verse [1.8] - 'your love in the Spirit' - means that 'spiritual' is to be 
understood in relation to the divine spirit and, together with the references here to knowledge of God 
and being pleasing to the Lord, signals that the writer's interest will not simply be in a wisdom that is 
an innate capacity of the human spirit but in a wisdom that is provided by a relationship to God in 
Christ.”   Here, we see that true knowledge is spiritual and comes from God, which means the only 159
way one can have it is to be close to to the one who gives it.   
 What we see in v.9 points towards the first part of the first theme from the introduction - 
revelation (the other part being renewal).  Part of what God is doing with mankind is providing 
knowledge of Himself, revelation.  As we saw above, this is not something that can be grasped by man, 
it is something that must be given by God.  In the next verses, we will look at how man should respond 
to this revelation, but before he can do that, revelation must first be given.   
1.10 
περιπατῆσαι ἀξίως τοῦ κυρίου εἰς πᾶσαν ἀρεσκείαν ἐν παντὶ ἔργῳ ἀγαθῷ καρποφοροῦντες 
αὐξανόµενοι τῇ ἐπιγνώσει τοῦ θεοῦ 
 With περιπατῆσαι ἀξίως τοῦ κυρίου Paul indicates his goal in praying for the Colossians.  
O'Brien says, “The infinitive construction indicates the purpose for which the readers are to be filled 
with a knowledge of God's will, namely 'to walk worthily of the Lord.’”   περιπατῆσαι is central to 160
the whole passage, and everything in v.9-12 revolves around it.  “Being filled with the knowledge of 
his will” (v.9) explains what the Colossians need in order to be able to walk worthily, and the four 
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participles we will see shortly explain how they are to do it.  That the Colossians walk, however, is the 
central element.   
 Gurtner says that περιπατῆσαι is “a metaphorical expression for moral and ethical behavior,”  161
and Dunn says that “denoting conduct in the walk of life is untypical of Greek thought but [is] 
characteristically Jewish.”   Moo thinks that Wisdom literature forms the background for this use of 162
walk in which “two paths or ways are contrasted as a way of confronting the righteous with the 
decisive choice that they must make; and the command to 'walk' (Heb. hlk) is naturally used in these 
contexts.”   “Walk” is used here of the conduct Paul expects of a Christian.  In 2.6, “walk” will be 163
used in the first half of thematic statement (2.6-7): ὡς οὖν παρελάβετε τὸν Χριστὸν Ἰησοῦν τὸν κύριον 
ἐν αὐτῷ περιπατεῖτε.  When we get to the paraenetic section, we will see these two paths described in 
more detail as far as what they look like in practice.  Here, however, it is just the simple fact that the 
Christian’s life is being described as a walk.   
 Though the Colossians began their lives as Christians at a certain point in time, walking in a 
way that is pleasing to the Lord is something that is ongoing.  ἀρεσκεία essentially means “desire to 
please,”  and though it was often employed in a negative sense in secular Greek, O’Brien says “it 164
could also be used in a positive sense, and frequently in Hellenistic Judaism referred to what was ‘well-
pleasing to God.’”   This verse is saying that the walk that one walks should be pleasing to God, but 165
when we combine this with the thoughts of the previous verse, we get another idea as well.  Since the 
Colossians have to be filled with the knowledge of God’s will in order to be able to walk in a manner 
pleasing to the Lord, the Colossians need God’s help to walk that walk.  Paul is telling them that it is 
impossible to walk in a manner pleasing to the Lord on their own.   
 Here, we are seeing a theme that will be frequently repeated throughout the letter - the 
interaction between beliefs and actions.  The knowledge that comes from God allows one to lead a 
worthy life, well-pleasing to Him.  The following material, via four participles, will describe what that 
walk looks like.  Sumney says, “The ambitious goal that Colossians sets before the readers is that they 
may be pleasing to Christ 'in every way.'  While this is a comprehensive goal, it is also vague, so the 
writer proceeds to fill this idea with context.  He specifies four elements of the life he is commending 
or four modes in which it is manifested: bearing fruit in good works, growing in the knowledge of God, 
being empowered by God, and giving thanks.”  166
 In the second half of v.10, we see the first two participles - bearing fruit and increasing.   167
Significantly, in 1.6, it was the word of truth, the gospel, that was bearing fruit and increasing; now it is 
the Colossians who are bearing fruit and increasing (or at least that is the goal).  What we have is an 
implicit comparison between the “word of truth, the gospel” and the Colossians.  The gospel is part of 
the way God reveals Himself to the world, and Paul is telling the Colossians that they have the 
opportunity to also reveal God to the world.  In both cases, then, God is the initiator, and what He does 
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reaches mankind through various ways.  The Colossians, then, have an opportunity to be part of God’s 
revelation to the world.  First, they receive God’s revelation (1.9), and then by bearing fruit and 
increasing (1.10), they are able to share that revelation with the world.   
 καρποφοροῦντες is explained further as occurring ἐν παντὶ ἔργῳ ἀγαθῷ.  Dunn and Thompson 
think that this is a clear reference to moral maturity.   This really should not be surprising, though.  168
For Paul, the moral dimension is not detached from the intellectual.  Morality is how one lives out 
one’s beliefs, and if one has knowledge of God’s will, the surprising thing would be if the Christian did 
not act accordingly.  What Paul is telling the Colossians is that if they are filled with the knowledge of 
God’s will, this should manifest itself in the way they live their daily lives.    169
 Connected with bearing fruit is the second participle, αὐξανόµενοι (increasing).  Like bearing 
fruit, it is not merely that the Colossians are to increase in some abstract manner; rather, they are to 
increase τῇ ἐπιγνώσει τοῦ θεοῦ.  The question we need to answer is what does it mean to grow in the 
knowledge of God.  Moo gives us two options.  He says “The relationship could be one of sphere, 
paraphrased nicely in the NLT: ‘you will learn to know God better and better.’  Or the in could have 
instrumental force: growing takes place by means of our knowledge of God.”   In order to answer this 170
question, we need to answer another question first.  What is the relationship between knowledge in v.9 
and knowledge in v.10?   
 At first, it seems a little confusing for Paul to say knowledge is one of the elements of a 
Christian’s walk, because one's walk is a consequence of one's knowledge (v.9).  It seems circular, or at 
least it does at first.  Upon closer inspection, one sees that the two instances of “knowledge” are 
actually different.  In v.9 it is “knowledge of his will” and in v.10 it is “knowledge of God.”  If we look 
at the flow of Paul’s thought by removing some of the extraneous pieces, we find this: “asking that you 
may be filled with the knowledge of his will … so as to walk in a manner worthy of the Lord … 
increasing in the knowledge of God.”  When we look at it this way, we see that the knowledge in v.9 is 
what begins everything, the walking in v.10 happens as a result of that knowledge, and the knowledge 
in v.10 is a characteristic of that walk.  That means that the first knowledge (knowledge of his will) 
enables one to have the second knowledge (knowledge of God).  If we use the instrumental force of in, 
the construction would essentially be a tautology: increasing in one’s knowledge of God will increase 
one’s knowledge of God.  However, if we accept the relationship of sphere, this would mean something 
more like “knowledge of God's will helps one to know God Himself better.”  When we combine this 
with the first element (bearing fruit), we have a statement that means something like “the knowledge of 
God's will helps one to live a life God would be pleased with, which in turn helps one know God 
better.”  This seems to be the more likely reading.   
 What we are seeing here is a good example of the interaction of beliefs and actions that will 
feature throughout the letter.  Each of the two elements that Paul has presented so far impacts the other.  
(1) Knowledge of God’s will enables the Christian to know how to (2) live a life pleasing to God, 
which helps one to (1) know God’s will.  Another way to look at this is to think of the interrelationship 
between theory and practice.  Not only does understanding theory improve one’s ability to perform 
more effectively, one’s attempts at performing improve one’s understanding of theory.  Imagine a 
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gymnast attempting to learn a complicated motion.  Understanding how the motion is supposed to work 
(theory) will enable him or her attempt the motion in the best way possible.  However, practice also 
helps to understand how the motion is supposed to work.  It is not that practice changes physics or the 
way the motion is supposed to be performed - the physics remain constant.  Rather, practice helps the 
gymnast to understand the physics better.  In the same way, God’s will is like theory and the 
Colossians’ efforts are like practice.  God’s will does not change, but the Colossians’ understanding of 
it does.  Their knowledge of theory (God’s will) helps them to be able to practice (perform good works) 
more effectively.  And, as they practice, they understand the theory (God’s will) at a deeper level.   
 What one sees here is not a circle that goes around and around.  Instead, the imagery here is 
more like a spiral, and if the Colossians are doing what Paul is suggesting, they should be spiraling 
upwards.   In the paraenetic section, we will see further what it means on Paul’s view to live as a 171
Christian.  But, given the upward spiral we are looking at here, one thing we can say is that Paul did not 
think of the Christian life as merely following a set of rules or getting one’s ticket to heaven or any 
number of other things that people often think about Christianity today.  Paul’s view of Christianity was 
not a static life but rather a dynamic interaction with God that involves both seeking to understand His 
will, His mind, and what He wants for mankind and then trying to live that out.   
1.11 
ἐν πάσῃ δυνάµει δυναµούµενοι κατὰ τὸ κράτος τῆς δόξης αὐτοῦ εἰς πᾶσαν ὑποµονὴν καὶ µακροθυµίαν 
µετὰ χαρᾶς 
 The third element of a walk that is pleasing to the Lord highlights the manner in which one is to 
complete this walk.  It is to be done in the power that comes from God rather than on one's own 
strength.  Dunn says that this point “emphasizes that fruitful living is wholly dependent on divine 
enabling.”   With this phrase, though, there are two modifiers that explain it further: “according to his 172
glorious might” and “for all endurance and patience with joy.”   
 The first of these, according to his glorious might, is self-explanatory.  If the Colossians are to 
be strengthened, that strength has to come from somewhere.  This emphasizes further that the 
Colossians are to rely on God for their strength.  Once again, we see a reminder of the importance of 
their relationship to God.   
 The second modifier, for all endurance and patience with joy, is a little more difficult.  The 
question is, does “with joy” modify ὑποµονὴν καὶ µακροθυµίαν (endurance and patience) in v.11 or 
εὐχαριστοῦντες (giving thanks) in v.12?  Lightfoot argues that “with joy” must be connected with v.11, 
because when it is connected with v.12, “the emphatic position of µετὰ χαρᾶς cannot be explained; nor 
indeed would these words be needed at all, for εὐχαριστοῦντες is itself an act of rejoicing.”   On the 173
other hand, Sumney says, “A good case can be made for either option … Though social and economic 
persecution was a daily reality for many in the early church, interpreting that experience is not a focus 
at this point in Colossians.  Thus, the writer probably does not highlight the need for joy in the face of 
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persecution.”    174
 Bruce points out that “patient endurance was a stoic virtue, but joy in the midst of suffering 
(Acts 16.25) was unique to Christianity.”   If we were to take these two verses in a vacuum, µετὰ 175
χαρᾶς would make more sense attached to v.11.  However, if we consider the context of Colossians and 
the themes throughout the letter, that may not be the best option.  µετὰ χαρᾶς basically serves the 
function of emphasizing whichever of the two phrases to which it is attached.  Either it emphasizes the 
need for joy in the midst of patient endurance (probably persecution), or it emphasizes the need for joy 
as one thanks God.   
 The problem with the former is that persecution and the need for patient endurance is not really 
a theme in this letter.   Even if Paul thought it was important, it is not in view here.  However, the 176
need for thankfulness is in view.  In the sections to follow, Paul goes on to describe what God has done 
for the Colossians.  He describes the redemption and forgiveness that comes from God through Christ, 
shows how everything the Colossians have comes through their relationship with the creator and 
renewer of the cosmos, and then emphasizes that were hostile to God but now have been reconciled to 
Him.  To be sure, the entire letter drives home the point that so much has been done for them that they 
could not do themselves.  This, I think, lends itself more towards thanksgiving than it does to patient 
endurance.   
 The primary point Paul is making to the Colossians is to “be strengthened with power” which 
comes from God (re-emphasizing their relationship with God) for endurance and patience.  We should 
remember that the four participles explain how one can walk in a manner worthy of the Lord.  Since the 
endurance and patience modify “be strengthened,” they indirectly explain how to walk in a manner 
worthy of the Lord.  What Paul is telling them, then, is that this walk is something that will take time 
and will not be easy.  It is something to which they will have to continually apply themselves, and for 
which they will need endurance and patience.   
1.12 
[µετὰ χαρᾶς] εὐχαριστοῦντες τῷ πατρὶ τῷ ἱκανώσαντι ὑµᾶς εἰς τὴν µερίδα τοῦ κλήρου τῶν ἁγίων ἐν τῷ 
φωτί 
 The last of the four participles that describes what it means to walk in a manner worthy of the 
Lord is εὐχαριστοῦντες.  The way Paul structures 1.9-14 helps to show the role of thanksgiving in the 
Christian life.  When one looks at the structure surrounding v.12, it can be difficult to determine where 
one thought ends and where another begins.  εὐχαριστοῦντες guides the thought of v.12ff, which is 
primarily about introducing the Father’s actions and listing the things that He has done for the 
Colossians.  However, εὐχαριστοῦντες also is the fourth in a series of participles that describes what a 
worthy walk looks like (v.10-11).  Really, it belongs with both the material that comes before it and the 
material that comes after it.  I think this is by design.   
 Though the material is presented in reverse order, it reflects what we saw in 1.3-8.  We saw 
there that 1) God has done things for the Colossians, 2) The Colossians are to be thankful, and 3) As a 
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result of their thankfulness, the Colossians should live a new life.  Here, the flow of thought is 1) The 
Colossians should walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, 2) Part of this walk includes thankfulness to 
God, and 3) This thankfulness is because of what God has done for you.  In both cases, the sequence is 
the same and thankfulness is the middle part that holds together beliefs and actions (or, what God has 
done and how the Colossians should respond).   
 When we put the four participles together, we are presented with a high-level description of 
what Paul views as the Christian life.  At the center of this description is the interaction between 
knowledge and beliefs.  Each of these reinforces the other, so the path of the Christian walking in the 
knowledge of God is not merely circular - going around and around and covering the same ground over 
and over again.  Rather, the Christian walking in a manner that pleases God is first given the 
knowledge of God’s will, which helps him live in a manner that pleases God.  Then, since walking in a 
manner that pleases God helps him understand God’s will better, when he comes back around to 
knowledge of God’s will again, he is not the same person he was the last time he was there.  Each 
revolution of the spiral moves him upwards into being a more renewed person.    177
 The other two participles describe the manner in which the Colossians are to move on the spiral.  
The Colossians are to “be strengthened” with the power that comes from God.  Their movement 
upwards is not something they can accomplish in their own strength any more than they can know 
God’s will on their own (v.9, they are to “be filled”).  Lastly, all of this is to be done as a result of the 
thankfulness the Colossians should have for what God has done for them.   
 The Christian life, on Paul’s view, is not merely a static existence in which one simply obeys a 
list of rules.  Rather, the Christian life is a dynamic walk whereby each day, month, and year present 
different challenges and opportunities, because as the Christian matures, he will be in a different 
relation to both the world around him and God above him.  It is not that God is changing or that the 
world is (necessarily) changing, but the Christian is changing.  This will not be an easy process, and as 
Paul tells the Colossians that they will need to be strengthened for this task by God, he also says that 
they will need endurance and patience.  However, this is the task set before them, by the one who has 
acted on their behalf, and the next verses will show exactly what has been done for them.   
 V.12b-14 give us an overview of what has been done on the Colossians’ behalf.  There will be 
three statements about what the Father has done and then one about what the Son has done.  The 
Colossians were told above to be thankful, and here, Paul reminds them why they should be thankful.   
 The first statement says that the Father has “qualified” them.  Dunn says this represents “an act 
of divine grace whereby they were ‘qualified or made fit’ (ἱκανώσαντι) to share in an inheritance for 
which they had previously been unqualified.”   Commentators frequently note the Jewishness of the 178
idea of qualification for an inheritance.   We should also note the contrast that is being set up now to 179
be made later in the letter between the God who qualifies (1.12) and the men who disqualify (2.18).  
 O’Brien points out something that we should not miss about the tense of “qualify” and the other 
verbs in 1.12-14.  He says: 
 Both the end goal (renewal) as well as the actions that please God (praxis) will be discussed later in this letter.  Here, we 177
are merely looking at a high-level outline of how Paul thinks all the parts together.  We might also ask whether or not 
there is a downward spiral to correspond to the upward one - ignoring God’s will which would lead to displeasing 
actions, which would lead to ignoring His will further (or even downright working against it).  This is an interesting 
question to which we will return in the paraenetic section.  
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The aorist tenses point to an eschatology that is truly realized (i.e. God had already qualified 
[ἱκανώσαντι] the Colossians to share in the inheritance, he had already delivered [ἐρρύσατο] 
them from this alien power and had already transferred [µετέστησεν] them to his Son’s 
kingdom), while by contrast, the present tense of verse 14, ‘we have’ [ἔχοµεν], stresses the 
continued results of the redemption wrought in the past.    180
No doubt preparing for future contrast with the alternate philosophy’s claims that there is something 
man needs to do to have a heavenly vision, gain salvation, or some other goal, Paul is saying that 
everything has already been done, and it was done by God.  The Colossians have already been 
qualified.   
 While what it means to be qualified is not described here, the object of the qualification is.  In 
contrast to a description of what it might mean to be qualified by God that would be made by a modern 
Westerner who thinks in individualistic terms, we find something here that is decidedly eastern and 
group-oriented.  O’Brien says “Here we understand the phrase εἰς τὴν µερίδα τοῦ κλήρου as meaning 
‘to have a share in the κλήρος,’ i.e. the inheritance of God’s people.”   Primarily, what is being talked 181
about here is qualification in order to belong to God’s people.  The Colossians now belong to the 
family of God.   
 In discussing family and inheritance, House says “The salvation initiated by the Father in 1.12 
is given in the form of an inheritance.  Paul clearly established the fact that salvation is wrought in a 
family context.”   Sumney says something similar about the reception of blessings, “This language 182
transports us to the exodus and the land of Israel as an inheritance for Israel from God.  The land is 
often called the inheritance of Israel (e.g., Deut 3:18; 19:14; Josh 13:7).  So this is a known way to 
speak of receiving the blessings that God has reserved for God's people.”   Both House and Sumney 183
are saying the same thing using two different biblical images – believers as the family of God and 
Israel as the people of God.  Both of these images involve a group of people who has a special 
relationship to God, a gift (inheritance/blessing) that comes to them from God, and the giving of the 
gift by God without anything done to earn it by those who receive it.  Paul is saying that the Colossians 
are part of a special people who have received something special from God.  The difference is, 
according to O’Brien, “the inheritance to which Paul refers belongs to a higher plane and a more lasting 
order than any earthly Canaan.”    184
 On the question of who the holy ones in the light are, Bruce says that there have been two major 
views on this.  The old view was the saints were humans – people of God in the Old Testament or the 
first Jewish Christians the Gentiles are now joining.  The new view is angels – God's holy ones in the 
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realm of light.   Though I prefer the old view that the saints were humans,  neither makes much 185 186
difference for understanding what Paul thought was central to Christianity.  What we should focus on 
instead is that the Colossians are given an inheritance with those who are called “saints” and share with 
them in the “light.”  This is likely meant to contrast with the immediate reference to the “domain of 
darkness” in v.13 as well as the description of the Colossians’ former life as “alienated and hostile in 
mind in the doing of evil deeds” in v.21.   
1.13 
ὃς ἐρρύσατο ἡµᾶς ἐκ τῆς ἐξουσίας τοῦ σκότους καὶ µετέστησεν εἰς τὴν βασιλείαν τοῦ υἱοῦ τῆς ἀγάπης 
αὐτοῦ 
 In v.13,  we find the statement that the Colossians have been delivered (by God) from the 187
domain of darkness and transferred into the kingdom of His beloved son.  More than one commentator 
has noted the similarity between this statement and language about the Exodus.   However, beyond 188
the mere fact that the language of the Exodus is used, the more interesting point is why it is used.  
Bruce says, “If deliverance were necessary, their former existence was one of bondage.”   Sumney 189
elaborates on this and says, “This statement envisions people imprisoned by these powers in a realm 
dominated by evil.  Those who have been captured by evil – and this included all people – are 
incapable of freeing themselves because these powers possess such strength.”    190
 The imagery of deliverance from evil continues through the rest of the verse with the ἐξουσίας 
τοῦ σκότους.  Bruce points out that this same phrase was used in Lk 22.53 for the sinister forces 
marshaled against Christ.   Probably even more interesting is that the word used here for the powers 191
of evil, ἐξουσίας, is also used in the hymn (v.16) as part of the creation that Christ created.  The 
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Colossians have been transferred out of the kingdom of darkness and into the kingdom of light – the 
kingdom of God's Son.  The imagery of both the Exodus and the ἐξουσίας τοῦ σκότους communicates 
that the Colossians were prisoners of the one side,  but were rescued by God in the middle of the war 192
and transferred to His side.   
 The conflict, however, is not over.  The ἐξουσίας τοῦ σκότους still exists and it is still a reality 
in their lives.  Dunn says, “The darkness has not been stripped of its authority and banished; rather, it 
can now be legitimately and authoritatively resisted.”   All that has been said in this verse is that the 193
Colossians have been transferred out of the domain of darkness.  Paul does not say that the domain 
itself or its rulers have been destroyed, nor does he say that the domain of darkness has been emptied of 
its other occupants.  If the Colossians have been rescued by virtue of being “in Christ,” we should 
expect that Paul probably thinks that those who are not in Christ are still living under the domain of 
darkness.   
 We see, here, the world being divided into two camps/kingdoms/domains.  Those in the domain 
of darkness live under its rulers and follow its code of conduct (which will be discussed in chapter 2).  
The other camp, by contrast, is characterized by light, is ruled by God’s beloved son, and has its own 
way of life.  This sort of contrast, however, was not uncommon.  Malherbe says the following:  
In addition to numerous topoi (conventional subjects), the moralists made heavy use of certain 
minor literary and rhetorical conventions.  One of these is the image of the Two Ways.  The 
image of a man a a crossroads, challenged to choose between a life of virtue and one of vice, is 
found as early as Prodicus’ (sophist, contemporary of Socrates) allegory of Heracles 
(Xenophon, Memorabilia 2.1.21-33) and appears with great regularity in the moral literature 
(cf. Matt. 7.13-14; Did. 1-6; Barn. 18-20, all three of which, however, may have Jewish 
roots).    194
In the paraenetic section, the Colossians’ will be challenged to live the virtuous life.  Here, however, 
Paul is not challenging them to choose one way so much as he is describing what the two ways look 
like and clearly showing one of them (the one connected with the virtuous life) to be the better choice.   
 This basic idea of the two ways will be continued throughout the letter, though it will not be 
referred to as such.  Paul will speak to the Colossians of being “in Christ” - the obvious contrary 
position being “not in Christ.”  What we should notice is that Paul is describing Christianity as a 
completely different path than others that are on offer.  It is not merely a nice thing to believe or a slight 
modification of the way one lives or thinks.  Rather, Paul saw it as an entirely new existence and an 
entirely new way of life, and throughout the letter, he connects all parts of this new way (top to bottom) 
to one another, so that it is not possible to separate one part of it off.  He does not leave the possibility 
open to the Colossians to believe just the theological and ignore the practical, nor does he leave it open 
to live the Christian life on any other basis than on Christian theology.  The entire way for which he is 
arguing is one joint unit, and (Paul will argue), this is the superior way.   
 Finally, Paul would argue, this is the only way.  Sumney says, “The language of v.13 has a 
distinctly political ring with its talk of rescue from one ruler and transfer into the dominion of a 
different king … One's allegiance must shift to the king of a new realm.  This requires the believer to 
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relativize all other allegiances and commitments.”   When we look at the statements here as well as 195
many others that will be made throughout the letter, it will become clear that because of what has been 
done through Christ, the Colossians (and by extension, all mankind) have nowhere else to look for what 
they need  than Christianity.   196
1.14 
ἐν ᾧ ἔχοµεν τὴν ἀπολύτρωσιν τὴν ἄφεσιν τῶν ἁµαρτιῶν 
 In v.14, we find the continuation of the Exodus theme.  Keener says, “'Redemption' meant 
freeing a slave by paying a price for that slave; in the Old Testament, God redeemed Israel from their 
slavery in Egypt by the blood of the firstborn and the lamb.”   Witherington points out that the verbal 197
cognate occurs frequently in Deuteronomy and “denotes the ransom or release or deliverance of a 
captive from either war or some sort of slavery, like the release of the Israelites from bondage.  The 
believer before conversion is therefore in a form of bondage, enslaved by and in darkness.”    198
 What is happening is that Paul is drawing on Exodus language to make a point about the 
Colossians, their situation, and Christ.  Sumney says “Verse 13 has already implied that before the 
readers came to believe in Christ, they were captives of evil powers.  There the imagery is one of 
rescue, which in v.14 is the purchasing of freedom.  The primary point, and the point the images share, 
is that the readers - and all believers - have been emancipated.”   Given the echoes of the promised 199
land in 1.12 and the redemption of Israel here, Dunn thinks that “the great acts of Israel’s redemption 
are being understood typologically as foreshadowing the eschatological redemption of Gentile as well 
as Jew to share in the new promised land (‘the kingdom of God’s beloved Son’).”    200
 What is happening is that Paul is borrowing language from what was the most dramatic event in 
Israel’s history and is using it to show that something of at least that level of significance is happening 
here.   He makes it clear what that thing is and defines the redemption further, not as some new 201
promised land, but as forgiveness of sins.  Dunn says “In many ways the most astonishing feature of 
this passage is the final phrase, which further describes the ‘redemption’ as ‘the forgiveness of sins,’ 
that is, pardon for failure, expunging of offense from memory and conscience.”   This means that the 202
Colossians have indeed been redeemed, but it is from a different type of slavery.  Instead of being 
slaves to other humans, the Colossians have been slaves to sin.   
 At this point, there is not much further explanation given.  Primarily, what we see here is the 
drawing of an outline that will be filled in with content as we move through the letter.  There are, 
however, two more things that we can briefly say about his forgiveness of sins.  First, this forgiveness 
only occurs in Christ.  Sumney says “The redemption metaphor, however, includes the paying of a 
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 Of course, we have already seen language reminiscent of the beginning of Genesis (“bearing fruit and increasing”) and 201
will shortly see cosmic language in the hymn.  Putting these three images together, it looks like Paul is saying that 
something has happened whose significance has no parallel.  
 Dunn (1996b:81)202
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price.  Both the following poetic material and the prepositional phrase with which v.14 begins (‘in 
whom’) show that the work of Christ comprises the ransom.”  Second, O’Brien points out that this 
redemption “is not simply the object of hope.  It is here an existing reality, a present possession 
[ἔχοµεν].”    203
 With these verses, Paul has said basically “This is what the situation is.  This is what has been 
done for you.  And, all of it happens in and only in Christ.”  Not surprisingly, this leads into the hymn, 
which says who Christ is and what he has done.   
Significance 
 In this section, we see two very important themes that will return regularly throughout the letter,  
1) revelation and renewal and 2) the connection between beliefs and actions.  In this section, Paul 
begins to build on the hints that he gave in the introduction and starts to develop some of his main 
themes.   
 The knowledge of God’s will points toward the importance of revelation, because this 
knowledge enables the believer to walk in a manner that pleases Him (1.9-10).  The four elements of a 
walk that pleases God (bearing fruit, increasing in the knowledge of God, being strengthened by God, 
and giving thanks to the Father) help to explain what this walk looks like, but it is the walk itself that is 
what pleases God.  In order for man to walk in a way that pleases God, though, he must have revelation 
from Him so that he can know His will (and then walk in it).  Revelation, therefore, is the beginning 
and what makes the whole Christian life possible.   
 Revelation, however, does not stop with the revelation of God to man.  Revelation is meant to 
continue by man revealing God to other men.  When we place 1.10 next to 1.6, we see a comparison 
between the Colossians and “the word of truth, the gospel.”  Both of these are God’s instruments for 
revealing Himself to the world.  Part of the responsibility of a Christian is not just to receive knowledge 
of God but to share knowledge of God.  As such, Christians have both the opportunity and 
responsibility to be revealers of God.   
 Once man has received and accepted the knowledge of God’s will, it is possible for him (in the 
strength given by God) to begin to live a renewed life.  This is not something that happens all at once, it 
is a process; and we see this process in the interaction between beliefs and actions.  As man learns 
about God, he is able to put into practice the theoretical knowledge he has been given.  As he practices 
walking worthily, he is put in a position to better understand God.  The renewal process, via the 
interaction between beliefs and actions, takes the form of an upward spiral whereby each revolution the 
believer makes brings him closer to a life that is pleasing to God.  And, something else that we find in 
this section, is that what makes the believer want to act in a manner that pleases God (after receiving 
revelation) is thanksgiving for what God has done on his behalf.  Acting in a manner that pleases God 
results in one understanding God better.  But, what makes one want to continue to act rightly after 
knowing God’s will is thanksgiving for what He has done.  In other words, thanksgiving is what keeps 
the believer moving on the spiral.   
 However, renewal (like revelation) is something that lies beyond man’s grasp (at least without 
God’s help, because renewal must be done in the power that comes from God).  It takes an act of God, 
in the transference of humans from one kingdom to another, in order for them to be redeemed and 
 O’Brien (1982:82)203
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forgiven.  This explains why the hymn follows v.9-14, or rather interrupts the flow of thought between 
v.9-14 and v.21-23.  Since man is wholly dependent on an act of God for revelation and renewal, it 
would be helpful to know something about how these things happen.  Here, the actions of God through 
Christ are briefly outlined, but with the hymn Paul dives into them fully.   
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5. Hymn Introduction 
Introduction 
 Much of the core of the letter’s theology can be found in the christological “hymn” in chapter 1.  
However, before we can proceed, we need to look at what a hymn is, and whether there is a hymn in 
this letter.  Previously, we had assumed that there was for the sake of argument (since most 
commentators do think there is a hymn), but now it is time to ask those questions.   
 Stettler says, “Kol 1,15-20 ist sozusagen das Herzstück dieses positiv-vergewissernden 
Briefteils: Er handelt von Jesus in seiner absoluten Vorrangstellung; von ihm her kann der Kol-
Verfasser die kolossischen Christen gegen die Verunsicherung und Verführung stärken, der sie 
ausgesetzt sind.”   These verses in Colossians 1 form a positive theological basis against which the 204
Colossians philosophy can be compared in a negative manner.   In the thematic statement in 2.6-7, the 205
author tells the Colossians to walk according to Christ.  It would be helpful for the Colossians to know 
something (or be reminded) about Christ if they are to follow him.  That is what happens in 1.15-20.  
Christ in his primacy is explained.    206
 Alkier says that not only is the special position of Christ explained in the hymn in 1.15-20, but 
the theological basis of the letter is grounded on the fullness of God dwelling in Christ bodily (2.9).   207
How God's dwelling in Christ relates to Christianity is something that will be considered later.  It is 
worth noting though, that while Alkier says that the fullness of God dwelling in Christ bodily is in 2.9 
(which it is), that statement itself is based on the one in 1.19.  So, if Alkier is correct, then the “hymn” 
is still the theological foundation of the letter.   
 Another important point that is explained in the hymn is the relationship of the Colossians to 
Christ.  “Wie stark und subtil der Kol-Autor den Beziehungsaspekt entwickelt, geht schon aus einer 
ersten Lektüre der kol Danksagung (1,3-8) hervor.  Was den Sachaspekt betrifft, so dürfen wir 
insbesondere auf den hymnischen Grundtext (1,15-20) und seine Leserapplikation (1,21-23) verweisen.  
Gewiss ist dadurch im Kol der Sachaspekt sehr stark gewichtet, und die Platzierung eines 
theologischen Schwergewichts wie Kol 1,15-20 im Briefeingang is auf den ersten Blick erstaunlich.”   208
As Dettwiler says, the relationship between the Colossians and Christ begins to be emphasized in 1.3-8 
and continues through 1.21-23.  However, it is in the hymn in particular in which we find a stress on 
the Colossians' connection to Christ.   
 As we search for the essence of Paul’s message to the Colossians and what makes his message 
 Stettler (2000:76)204
 Our inability to identify the opponents in Colossae with certainty will make our task a bit more difficult.  The main 205
problems with identifying them are 1) The opponents are not mentioned by name (either in an attempt to refuse to give 
them honor by not acknowledging them or simply because the Colossians already knew who they were), 2) We don’t 
know exactly what the opponents think; their positions are only briefly mentioned and not fully explained, and 3) Their 
theology appears to be mixed.  There is material that indicates the opponents were Jewish, but there is also indication 
that they have some Greek ideas.  At least part of our search for Paul’s positive theology will have to be done by looking 
through the negative theology of the philosophy - or at least Paul’s polemic against it.  We must remember that Paul is 
addressing a specific situation and not writing a theology in a vacuum.  
 The reader should keep in mind that the opponents were not the recipients of the letter.  They played a background role, 206
but the letters were addressed to the community.  The arguments being made are not against opponents but are advice for 
the congregation.  This makes a big difference semantically.  
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distinctively Christian, at some point we will probably have to consider Christology (since Christianity 
takes its name from Christ).  Collins says, “Any study on the Christology of the epistle to the 
Colossians should begin with the Christ hymn of Col 1:15-20.  The hymn is a major christological 
statement which the pseudepigrapher has strategically placed at the very beginning of his work.  Hence 
the hymn probably articulated the leitmotif of the christology of Colossians.”   Collins, Stettler, 209
Alkier, and Dettwiler point to the christological hymn of 1.15-20 as the beginning point for study of 
theology/christology in this letter.  The hymn in chapter 1 represents a foundation on which Paul builds 
his theology in the letter.  Investigation of the hymn does not represent an end point in the study of the 
theology of Colossians, but there is good reason to think that it is a good place to start.  However, 
before we start investigating the hymn, we must first ask what ancient hymns actually were, how were 
they used, how we know the material in Colossians is a hymn, and (if there is a hymn) what its basic 
structure might be.   
What Is a Hymn? 
 Pernot says that a hymn defined, in the ancient sense, is a eulogy to a god, accompanied by an 
invocation and address.   While both Christian and Greco-Roman eulogies stress divine actions and/210
or power/deeds,  Christian eulogies are most often an act of thanksgiving.   It sounds strange to 211 212
modern ears to think of hymns as addressing God.  In the modern world (at least in the West), hymns 
are still about God and what He has done for believers, but primarily we think of them in terms of 
poetry set to music.  Collins says:  
Verses 15-20 of Colossians 1 are not a hymn in the sense that they would have been sung by a 
congregation raising its voice in harmonious melody.  The “hymn,” as New Testament 
interpreters use the term, is a fairly broad category.  It encompasses a variety of materials which 
are essentially separable from the literary contexts in which they are found and which are 
characterized by their distinctive vocabulary and rhythmical cadence.    213
If what Collins says is correct that New Testament authors would not have understood a hymn simply 
as poetry set to music, we need to change our thinking if we are to understand any hymn that may be in 
Colossians.  However, while this may be true of hymns stylistically, this does not address their purpose.   
 Malan, I think, makes a very helpful comment about the purpose of hymns.  “Through their 
hymns the congregation instruct one another in their faith.  In the context of Colossians, the verbal 
content of these spiritual compositions centers on the word of Christ as its source and substance 
(3:16).”   The idea that a hymn exists to instruct makes a lot of sense in the context of Colossians in 214
particular.  In Colossians 3.16, we have an answer for what Paul thought hymns should be used for.  So, 
if he did include a hymn, this verse will point towards the purpose he intended it to have.   
 Collins (1988:190)209
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 Colossians 3.16 says that hymns (along with psalms and spiritual songs)  should be used for 215
teaching and admonishing one another.  In other words, they should be used for helping one another to 
become better people.  This means that such a hymn would likely contain wisdom/doctrine that could/
should be used as the foundation for helping one another.  What we are looking at when we see a hymn, 
then, is less like a song and more like a theologically dense and highly formulated piece of material that 
was used for teaching and instruction.  Perhaps, though we use the word hymn, it would be easier for 
modern readers to think of the word creed.  A creed (like the Apostles’ Creed) is a theologically dense 
and highly formulated piece of material used for teaching and instruction.   While it is possible to set 216
such a creed to music, the point is primarily to communicate information.     
 The reason why all of this is so important, is that this directly speaks to the topic of this study.  
If Paul says (as he does in 3.16) that hymns are to be used for teaching and helping one another to be 
better people, then hymns in his mind form a rule, standard, or foundation on which people should base 
their lives.  As we are looking for the center of the theology in this letter, any such hymn would be very 
important.  If Paul did include a hymn in the letter to the Colossians (whether he wrote it or it 
represents early tradition), that hymn would provide a foundation for the theology of the entire letter.  It 
is, therefore, essential to understand whether there is a hymn in Colossians, and if there is what it says.   
Is the Material in Col 1 a Hymn?   
 The idea that these verses represent a hymn first started with Eduard Norden in 1923 , and 217
since that time, “scholars have widely agreed that this passage quotes (perhaps with modifications) a 
self-contained christological statement that probably arose as part of an early church liturgy.”   218
Norden said “Wie in der Form, so is auch im Inhalte unzweifelhaft älteres traditionelles Gut bewahrt 
worden.”   This is a start, but some want to take it a bit further.  Robinson said that “the 219
correspondence is more striking that Norden detected.  It is not simply that the same terms recur, but 
also that they recur in the same order in the two strophes.”   Traditionally, determination of the 220
presence of a hymn as well as its boundaries has centered on questions of pronoun use; vocabulary, 
style, and content; and structure.   We will consider each of these in turn.   221
Pronoun Use 
 As we pointed out in the outline, “the words καὶ ὑµᾶς at the beginning of v.21 are emphatic and 
 There have been attempts to divide such poetical compositions into ψαλµοῖς, ὕµνοις, and ᾠδαῖς πνευµατικαῖς as 215
described in Colossians 3.16, but the distinction is not technical, and cannot be pressed rigidly.  See Buttrick (1962:vol.
2:668) and Hastings (1903:vol.2: 441).  
 Briggs (2001:215) says “Creedal forms in the New Testament are indications of likely self-involvement.”  We should be 216
aware that by reciting a hymn/creed, believers were not merely repeating a series of theological statements but actually 
involving themselves in and committing themselves to its meaning.  
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 Another set of criteria to identify the genre of something as a hymn is 1) form 2) function, and 3) content.  Form (#1) will 221
be covered as we look at structure, function (#2) has already been answered when we said above that the purpose of the 
hymn in Colossians is to provide instruction, and content (#3) will be covered directly when we address vocabulary, 
style, and content.  Pronoun use will primarily help us in determining the boundaries of the hymn.  
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mark a new beginning where the author interprets and applies statements of the hymn to the reader.”   222
Part of the significance of this is that no second person (or first person) pronouns are used in v.15-20.  
V.21-23 heavily use second and third person pronouns, with a single use of the first person at the end of 
v.23 (likely used as a transition to the first person section in v.24ff.).  V.11-12 are essentially the same.  
Though there is a little less use of the third person in v.11-12, the first person is absent, the second 
person is strong, and the third person is still present.  In v.13-14, there is heavy use of both the first and 
third persons, but there is no second person.  An outline of pronoun use would look like this:  
 Verses  Pronoun Use 
 V.11-12 2nd and 3rd person 
 V.13-14 1st and 3rd person 
 V.15-20 3rd person only 
 V.21-23 2nd and 3rd person (with one 1st person) 
What we have in v.15-20 are six verses that use only third person.   Leppä makes this stronger by 
pointing out that unlike v.13-14 and what follows in v.21-23, there is no reference to the community.   223
The point is that during v.15-20, the focus shifts from the Christian community to something 
external.    224
 Consider the use of first and second person relative pronouns to the use of only third person 
pronouns.  The use of the first and second person relative pronouns indicate that Paul has the 
interaction between himself and the audience in mind – i.e., there is a conversation taking place.  Third 
person pronouns indicate that Paul is talking about something outside of the direct interaction between 
himself and the audience.   
 Now, if third person pronouns are used in the midst of sections that use first and second person 
pronouns also, there is still a conversation under way, but external material is just being referenced.  
However, if only the third person is used, then even if the information in a section is directly related to 
either the author or the audience, it is not about them.   Given that v.15-20 are the only verses in this 225
section that use the third person exclusively, it seems very possible that these verses consist of 
information that Paul is using to make a point in his letter to the Colossians rather than information that 
forms part of his dialogue with them.   
 Stetter says that v.15-20 “tauchen die erste und zweite Person, von denen in v.12-14 die Rede 
war, erst in v.21-23 wieder auf.  V.15-20 ist grundsätzlich-christologisch: Im ganzen Abschnitt geht es 
um den, Sohn', und dies sicht nur im Horizont der ,Ihr' bzw. 'Wir' wie in V.12-14 und 21-23, sondern in 
 O'Brien (1982:64)222
 Leppä (2003:84)223
 There is a reference to the church in v.18.  However, this is a reference to the church in a general way rather than the 224
specific church at Colossae, and so Leppä’s point is still valid.  
 This may seem like a small point to make, but in reality, it is not.  If the author uses the third person for a section of his 225
letter to the Colossians, then it does not mean the conversation has totally stopped; he may just be referring to something 
else that he wants to talk to them about.  If we are looking for a hymn that the author has inserted into his conversation 
with the Colossians, then we are looking for just such a reference.  When looking for a section that has been inserted into 
the letter that is supposed to be a hymn, looking for a block of third person use where all first and second person 
pronouns are stopped might help to indicate that external material is being used.  
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kosmischem Horizont.”   In v.15-20, we have material that uses only third person because it is 226
christological material about the Son.   The indication here from the pronoun use in v.15-20 and their 227
surrounding context is that Paul is speaking conversationally with the Colossian community in mind 
except for v.15-20.  These verses look like external, christological material he is inserting into the letter 
to make a point.  This point will be applied to the Colossians themselves in v.21-23 when Paul resumes 
his use of the second person and speaks directly to their community.   
Vocabulary, Style, and Content 
 In addition to pronoun use, the vocabulary and style of Colossians 1.15-20 also suggest that 
these verses stand out from the surrounding context and might represent a hymn or other material 
inserted into the letter.   Leppä says,  
The marks of the style are the following: 1) Verse 1:15 begins with a relative pronoun 
“who” (ὃς) which is typical of hymns (cf. Rom 4:25, Phil 2:6, 1 Tim 3:16, and Heb 1:3).  2) 
There seem to be two strophes each introduced by the relative clause ὅς ἐστιν, “who is” (1:15a 
and 18b).  Both strophes include a causal clause beginning with ὅτι (1:16, 19), which is 
followed by the explanations beginning with the words καὶ αὐτός, “and he” (1:17, 18) and καὶ 
δι’ αὐτοῦ, “and through him” (1:20).  The theme of the first strophe is creation; the second one 
describes redemption.  3) Verses 1:15-20 contain a great number of terms which either do not 
occur at all elsewhere in the Pauline letters or are used otherwise with a different meaning.    228
 Leppä's first point  that certain indicators like the relative pronoun “who” (ὃς) are typically 229
used in other hymns is also supported by Neufeld, though Neufeld focuses on other elements.  He says 
that while relative clauses may be used to introduce “credal” material, one might also recognize 
formulatory material by “the use of ὅτι, the double accusative, and the infinitive to express a statement 
which is quoted directly or indirectly.”   The presence of both relative clauses as well as Neufeld's 230
criteria points toward the use of formulatory material.   
 In his third point,  Leppä says that a large number of terms occur here which are 231
uncharacteristic of the Pauline letters.  This same point was made earlier by Lohse.   Lohse highlights 232
many of the terms in the hymn, including εἰκὼν τοῦ θεοῦ, ἀοράτου, θρόνοι, κυριότητες, ἀρχή, 
πρωτεύων, εἰρηνοποιήσας, κατοικῆσαι, ἀποκαταλλάξαι, and αἵµατος τοῦ σταυροῦ αὐτοῦ and points 
towards their unusual nature.  Some of these terms are hapax legomena, while others appear only in 
one or two other places or carry a different meaning.  An usually high concentration of terms not found 
in other Pauline writings also suggests the use of outside material.   
 Related to the use of uncommon vocabulary is the presence of a higher density of theological 
concepts than the immediate context.  Stettler explains, “Damit weisen V.15-20 einen semantischen  
Überschuss über ihren direkten Kontext hinaus auf, in dem es um die, 
 Stettler (2000:77)226
 Stettler also mentions that the scope is cosmic, but this will be considered in the section covering content rather than 227
here, where we are discussing pronouns.  
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 We will address his second point in the section on structure.  229
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Rettung' , ,Erlösung' , ,Versöhnung' und des künftige Hoffnunsgut der Christen und speziell der 
kolossischen Gemeinde geht.”   It might be difficult to quantify exactly how much more tightly 233
theological concepts are packed into v.15-20, but one does get a sense that these verses are much more 
theologically developed that those surrounding v.15-20.   
Structure 
 It is time now to revisit Leppä's second point.  He said:  
There seem to be two strophes each introduced by the relative clause ὅς ἐστιν, “who is” (1:15a 
and 18b).  Both strophes include a causal clause beginning with ὅτι (1:16, 19), which is 
followed by the explanations beginning with the words καὶ αὐτός, “and he” (1:17, 18) and καὶ 
δι’ αὐτοῦ, “and through him” (1:20).  The theme of the first strophe is creation; the second one 
describes redemption.    234
Simply being able to divide a series of verses into two sections does not make them into strophes, i.e. it 
does not necessarily mean that there is formulaic material here.  However, the more the two parts are 
structured similarly, the more one starts to think that they were composed this way intentionally.   
 Leppä made note of five features of the hymn that suggested structure, but these are not all of 
them.  Witherington noted some of these and had additional features to add including 1) ὅς ἐστιν εἰκὼν 
corresponds to ὅς ἐστιν ἀρχή, 2)  πρωτότοκος in v.15 and v.18, and 3) the cosmic dimension rounds out 
each strophe: first the cosmic dimension of his creation role, v.16 - εἴτε θρόνοι “whether thrones” - and 
then the cosmic dimension of his redemption role - εἴτε τὰ ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς “whether things on the earth.”   235
Putting Leppä and Witherington's features together, we have something that looks like this:  
1st Strophe – Creation (including cosmic dimension) 
ὅς ἐστιν 
 εἰκὼν 
 πρωτότοκος 
 ὅτι 
  καὶ αὐτός 
2nd Strophe – Redemption (including cosmic dimension) 
ὅς ἐστιν 
 ἀρχή 
 πρωτότοκος 
 ὅτι 
  καὶ αὐτός 
 It is hard to look at something like that and say that there is not a definite structure to these 
verses.  What is interesting to note, though, is that this parallelism does not exist outside of v.15-20.  
Other parts of the letter have some structure, but what we are looking at is the immediate context.  It 
 Stettler (2000:77)233
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!64
makes no difference if there is definite structure somewhere in chapter 3 (for example).  What matters 
is if there is structure in v.13-14 or v.21-23.  We are trying to determine if the same verses that have 
unusual vocabulary and uses of personal pronouns also have unusual structure, and it would appear that 
they do.   
 So, what might be the purpose for such a structure?  Bailey says that the “parallelism found in 
many creeds invites the interpreter to compare or think about the relationship between the parallel 
parts.”   He cites Rom 10.9 as an example and says “one is compelled to think about the use of the 236
parallel verbs “confess” and “believe.”  Why does a person confess that Jesus is Lord and believe that 
God raised him?  Are these verbs interchangeable?  Why are they given in the order that they are, 
considering that a person usually believes before she or he confesses?”   Bailey's observation about 237
structure in Romans has direct application here.  In what way does Christ being the image of God 
correspond to his being the beginning/source?  How do the two uses of πρωτότοκος relate to one 
another?  And, how do other parts of the two strophes compare, considering that both are focused on 
the cosmic dimension of Christ and his creation/redemption of the cosmos?  The hearer was likely 
meant to ask questions like these.   
Significance 
 To summarize what we have found, the pronoun use; the vocabulary, style, and content; as well 
as the structure of Colossians 1.15-20 all point to this being an early Christian hymn that was inserted 
into the context.  There would be more room to debate this if only some of the indicators surveyed 
pointed toward this conclusion, but in this case, all of them do.  Therefore, for the rest of this study, we 
will consider 1.15-20 to be an early Christian hymn.   
 Considering that ancient hymns were meant to instruct persons in their faith and deliver 
theological teaching as well as the fact that the outline of Colossians points towards the hymn in 
chapter 1 being the basis of much of the theology of the letter, it would be well worth our time to 
investigate the theology of the hymn further.  Therefore, we now move to an in-depth study of the 
hymn itself.   
 Bailey (1992:85)236
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6. Christ and the Invisible God (1.15a) 
Introduction  238
 The Christological hymn in Colossians 1 is one of the most sweeping and grand statements 
about the creator and his relationship to creation in the entire New Testament.  From the beginning of 
creation to the start of its renewal (following an implied disruption), the relationship of Christ to 
creation is in view.  In the midst of this hymn, the groundwork is also laid for the path from the present 
to the future via the body of Christ, the church.  At this point, the Colossians become involved as 
members of the church, because it is the church that is the agent of change meant to help bring about 
renewal.  Through this hymn and the relationship between creator and creation, we see that the 
Colossians and individual believers everywhere are to take part in the renewal of all things.   
 However, as we discuss the content of the hymn,  we must also discuss its structure,  239 240
because the structure can impact the meaning.  We concluded above that there is structure, but we did 
not go into much detail.  Below, I have laid out some of the main structural elements of the hymn, but I 
have not made decisions about any of the important issues.   Those will be determined as we work 241
our way through the hymn one step at a time.   
 It should be noted, that a great deal of time and effort has been put in to determining who the 
original author of the hymn was, what the original content of the hymn might have been, and how it has 
been modified by Paul (or someone else).  These are all very good questions, however, for this study 
we will simply be evaluating the hymn as it stands and not attempting to look into its background.  Paul 
chose to use this form of the hymn, and our concern is merely to look at its theological contribution to 
the letter.   
Greek Text   242
15 ὅς ἐστιν  
  1) εἰκὼν τοῦ θεοῦ τοῦ ἀοράτου  
  2) πρωτότοκος πάσης κτίσεως  
16   ὅτι ἐν αὐτῷ ἐκτίσθη τὰ πάντα ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς καὶ ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς τὰ     
   ὁρατὰ καὶ τὰ ἀόρατα εἴτε θρόνοι εἴτε κυριότητες εἴτε ἀρχαὶ εἴτε     
   ἐξουσίαι τὰ πάντα δι’ αὐτοῦ καὶ εἰς αὐτὸν ἔκτισται  
 Even though it will take four chapters to look at the hymn in detail, this will serve as the introduction for the rest of them, 238
since it is really one section.  
 The purpose of this study is not to exegete everything in the hymn.  Rather, we are trying to understand what the main 239
aspects of this hymn (and the letter) are in order to identify the central message of Christianity.  Issues will be covered to 
the extent that they help address that topic.  
 It should be pointed out that the two are interrelated.  The structure exists to carry the content, and the content helps 240
determines the structure.  
 For example, I have shown that there are two propositions following each ὅς ἐστιν, but I have said nothing about their 241
relationship to each other or their referent(s).  I have also set v.17-18a apart because of the structural elements that link 
them, but I have not attempted to say how they fit into the rest of the hymn (whether they represent a middle strophe, 
whether they are attached to one of the other two, or something else).  
 The Greek text has been modified in order to help accentuate some of the structural elements.  242
!66
17  - καὶ αὐτός ἐστιν πρὸ πάντων  
  - καὶ τὰ πάντα ἐν αὐτῷ συνέστηκεν  
18a  - καὶ αὐτός ἐστιν ἡ κεφαλὴ τοῦ σώµατος τῆς ἐκκλησίας  
18b ὅς ἐστιν  
  1) ἀρχή  
  2) πρωτότοκος ἐκ τῶν νεκρῶν  
19   ἵνα γένηται ἐν πᾶσιν αὐτὸς πρωτεύων  
20   ὅτι ἐν αὐτῷ εὐδόκησεν πᾶν τὸ πλήρωµα κατοικῆσαι καὶ δι’ αὐτοῦ    
   ἀποκαταλλάξαι τὰ πάντα εἰς αὐτόν εἰρηνοποιήσας διὰ τοῦ αἵµατος    
   τοῦ σταυροῦ αὐτοῦ [δι’ αὐτοῦ] εἴτε τὰ ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς εἴτε τὰ ἐν τοῖς     
   οὐρανοῖς 
English Translation   243
15 Who is  
  1) the image of the invisible God,  
  2) the firstborn over  all creation  244
16   because  in him  were created  all things in the heavens and on the earth,   245 246 247
   visible  and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers  or authorities, all  248
   things through him and for him were created.    249
 This is an extremely easy section to gloss over in modern translations, which means that many modern readers will miss 243
not only the significance of this hymn but also the fact that a hymn exists at all.  This is a highly structuralized piece of 
material, and I prefer to leave it as such.  It should feel choppy in order to stand out from the rest of the letter, and the 
translation of this should help to emphasize the inherent structural nature of the hymn rather than trying to smooth it out.  
 I translated this as “firstborn over all creation” in order to bring out the aspect of supremacy (simply translating it “of” 244
leaves the genitive unspecific).  This follows Moo (2008:119) as well as the NIV, but it disagrees with Bruce (1984d:59).  
Bruce translates this as “firstborn before all creation,” and while this helps to emphasize Christ's existence before 
creation, it misses the main point.  The fact that Christ existed before creation and is responsible for its existence is what 
is used in v.16 to make the case for why he is the firstborn.  The word firstborn itself must then mean something else.  
Christ's supremacy is what is in view here not simply his preexistence.  
 As will become clear in the study of the hymn, the word used here is a causal ὅτι.  The immediately following material 245
gives the reason why Christ is considered the firstborn of all creation.  To translate it as “because” makes it a little 
choppy, but it helps to indicate the force of the upcoming statements better than translating it as “for” like the RSV, ESV, 
NASB, and KJV do.  
 Older versions (KJV and RSV) leave this as a stark “in him” instead of trying to further explain it as “by him.”  The “in 246
him” theme is one that is heavily used in the letter itself and should be emphasized.  
 The Greek text itself has the verb ἐκτίσθη positioned at the front of the sentence.  Leaving it in an uncommon order to 247
English ears helps to draw it out and connect it with “firstborn of all creation” mentioned just a few words earlier.  
 With the newer translations (ESV and NASB), I am translating this as “rulers” instead of “principalities” for the simple 248
reason that the latter is not readily understood and does not add enough to be worth the difficulty in understanding. 
 As before, I left “created” in an awkward position in order to help emphasize it.  249
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17a  - and  he is before all things,  250
  - and all things in him hold together,  
18a  - and he is the head of the body, the church.   
18b Who is   251
  1) the beginning,  
  2) the firstborn from the dead,  
19   in order that he might in all things be first.    252
20   because  in him all the fullness  was pleased to dwell and to     253 254
   reconcile [through him] all things to him,  whether things on the earth or things 255
   in the heavens,  making peace by the blood of his cross.   256
 In this structural view of the hymn, I have highlighted certain elements which will provide a 
starting point for our investigation.   The most obvious of these are the two instances of ὅς ἐστιν.  257
This hymn represents material that has been placed into the letter to the Colossians in order to provide 
the foundation for what Paul wants to say.  As relative clauses, two ὅς ἐστιν statements refer back to 
something said previously and are the only two statements in the hymn that refer to something outside 
the hymn in this manner.  Immediately following each of the clauses are two propositions, the second 
of which involves the use of the relatively rare word πρωτότοκος.  These two relative clauses with their 
dual propositions form the backbone of the hymn structure.   
 Additionally, each of the strophes contains a causal ὅτι that follows after the second proposition 
made about Christ (though in the second strophe, however, there is an additional ἵνα clause).  Also, 
there is the issue of the three καὶ statements in the middle.  These are thought of in a variety of ways, 
but they are usually taken as a unit.  I separated them to make this clear, but the question of whether 
they are a part of the first strophe, represent a middle strophe, or provide a transition between strophes 
one and two will be addressed when the hymn is studied in detail.   
 Like the ESV and KJV, I leave all three “and's” intact instead of turning the first and last into simple statements (NASB 250
and RSV).  In a highly structuralized hymn, it would seem odd to translate out something that seems to indicate what the 
structure is.  
 See footnote at the beginning of v.13 on the relative pronoun ὃς.  251
 The  RSV, ESV, and KJV all translate as “preeminent” or “preeminence.”  While these translations do well to heighten 252
the importance on Christ being “first,” by not translating it simply as “first,” they lose the immediate connection with 
“first-born.”  Christ is first- born in order that he might be first.  The redundancy does more to emphasize his primacy 
than does the word “preeminent.”  
 See the note on “because” in v.16.  253
 Instead of doing what the RSV does and adding in “of God” to describe the fullness, it might be better to leave it out for 254
now.  It may be that the issue of fullness has something to do with the false teaching at Colossae.  If so, to add “of God” 
would make it less likely to connect with the Colossians, which means we might not pick up on that connection in our 
study.  
 It is important to note here that the structure of this verse is roughly parallel to that of v.16.  Creation and reconciliation 255
are being made parallel themes.  Also, the “to him” is left ambiguous, and should be, until one is certain of the referent 
(the Son or the Father).  
 The phrase “ things on the earth or things in the heavens” has been shifted earlier to make it more clear that it is talking 256
about the things that have been reconciled.  
 These are not all of the important elements.  Others, such as the three repeated prepositions in v.16 and v.19-20, will be 257
discussed as we work through these verses.  
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1.15a 
ὅς ἐστιν εἰκὼν τοῦ θεοῦ τοῦ ἀοράτου πρωτότοκος πάσης κτίσεως  
 Two questions need to remain at the focus of our investigation of this verse.  First, to what does 
the ὅς ἐστιν refer?  Second, what do the two propositions mean?   
 Answering the first question is not complicated.  There are only four personal subjects in the 
preceding verses which could grammatically be the referent of a relative clause: the Father, the Son, 
Paul, and the Colossians.  Clearly, Paul is not referring to himself or the Colossians as the image of the 
invisible God (if he were, the rest of the letter would look very different).  That only leaves two 
choices: the Father and the Son.  For the ὅς ἐστιν to refer to the Father, God would have to be referred 
to as the image of His invisible self, which seems unlikely.  The only remaining option is the Son, 
which is probably why there is not much argument about this point among commentators.  That means 
that v.15 and everything that modifies it refers to the Son.  Furthermore, it is probably safe to say that 
the second ὅς ἐστιν and everything that modifies it would also refer to the son if the two statements are 
parallel.  That means that the focus for this hymn is going to be on God's beloved Son (v.13).   
 Given that the Son is the referent here, that means that the two propositions describe him in 
some way.  The Son is, therefore, both the image of the invisible God and the firstborn of all creation.  
In one of these, Christ's relationship to God is in focus; in the other, his relationship to creation is in 
focus.  We will take each in turn.   
Image 
 Representations of people and gods were common in the ancient world and were regularly 
painted, sculpted, and placed on coins.  Strictly speaking, though, it was not the individuals themselves 
that were represented.  Steiner says that the role of an object (like a statue) is to display the value, 
status, and social connections surrounding the individual for whom it stands.   MacDonald says that 258
“there were practically only two anthropomorphic types available for the primitive Greek artist – the 
nude male and the draped female.  The artist was therefore compelled to resort to symbolism in order to 
differentiate his divine figures.”   The artist, it seems, was not so much trying to represent the actual 259
likeness of a person god but rather was attempting to communicate something about his/her attributes.  
An image was more of a metaphor for who someone was than what the person actually looked like.   
 Looking at the use of images on coins, Rüpke says that it was not just divinities that were 
placed on coins (of Greek cities) but their attributes as well.   This idea was not something that was 260
unique to the Greeks but continued through Roman times.  Longfellow says that coin imagery was 
chosen to be a credit to the emperor and his reign and that coins reflected general values, assumptions, 
and goals of the regime.   That means that the imagery placed on coins during the Roman period was 261
meant more as a means of communication of ideas rather than actual reality.  In other words, an image 
was not meant to be a photograph that shows exactly the way one would see a person (or god) if one 
were to see him face to face.  It was meant to be more like paintings that are filled with symbolism and 
 Steiner (2001:11)258
 MacDonald (1922:16)259
 Rüpke (2007:143)260
 Longfellow (2001:40)261
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meaning (which one must then interpret).   
 The emphasis on communicating meaning through symbols in imagery was not something 
unique to Greco-Roman culture.  Walton says that in the ancient Near East “the representations of the 
king were not intended to capture his physical features.  In an image it was not physical likeness that 
was important, but a more abstract, idealized representation of identity relating to the office/role and 
the value connected to the image.”   He says further that “in both Egypt and Mesopotamia an idol 262
contained the image of the deity.  This allowed the image to possess the attributes of the deity, function 
as mediator of worship to the deity, and serve as indicator of the presence of the deity.”    263
 The points that Walton makes about the ancient Near East are very similar to the ones the other 
authors made about the Greco-Roman view of images.  They were meant as a way to symbolize 
something about the god(s) they were trying to represent.  However, Walton does go a step further and 
say that because of this representation, the image was able to serve as “a mediator of worship to the 
deity.”   Not only was the image a symbol of who the god actually was, but it was a symbol of the 264
god's presence and could be viewed as a mediator.   
 In Colossians, we find not a description of the image of God but rather the statement that Christ 
himself is the image of God.  Walton says that in the ancient Near East, kings would be described as the 
image of God – possessing the essence of the deity that empowered him to carry out divine 
functions.   However, this is a very unique claim considering that Christ/Messiah is a Jewish title.  To 265
refer to someone as the image of the Jewish God, the same God who said “do not make any graven 
images,” raises the questions: “what this could mean?” and “why someone would say it?”   
 Ridderbos says that when Christ is called the image of God, “this is to say nothing less than that 
in him the glory of God, indeed God himself, becomes manifest.  By calling Christ the image of God, 
he thus identifies Christ's glory with that of God himself.”   Another way to say this might be that the 266
Son “participates” in the glory of the Father.   Both of these designations essentially say the same 267
thing as the extra-biblical ancient uses: the image of God is the representation/representative of God.   
If Christ as the image of the invisible God is the representation/representative of God, clearly there is a 
point being made here about the relationship between Christ and God.  Bruce says, “To call Christ the 
image of God is to say that in Him the being and nature of God have been perfectly manifested – that in 
him the invisible has become visible.”   If Bruce is correct and the invisible has become visible, that 268
would imply a perfect or full representation.  After all, if the image were only a partial manifestation, 
then the text should say something like “who is the reflection of the invisible God” or “who is like the 
invisible God.”   
 This passage, however, is not making a statement about God as invisible; it is making a 
statement about Christ as the full representation of God.  Hay says, “The phrase 'the invisible God' 
indicates divine transcendence, even remoteness, in some contrast to earlier phrases about God as 
 Walton (2006:212)262
 Walton (2006:212)263
 The ANE view would probably more closely represent Jewish ideas than the Greco-Roman view would.  264
 Walton (2006:212), This is not terribly different from the Caesars claiming divinity and acting as gods.  265
 Ridderbos (1997:70)266
 Schnelle (2003:531) makes this point about the word “image” in 2 Cor 4.4.  “In him [Christ] the true nature of God 267
becomes visible because he is the image of the God who is compassionately concerned for humanity.”  
 Bruce (1984b:101)268
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Father,”  and later, “The chief point of claiming that Christ is an image is to say that he reveals 269
God.”   Certainly, claiming that Christ reveals God indicates that God is transcendent, but this would 270
not have been something new to the Colossians.  Most likely, they would have readily agreed that God 
was transcendent, and if this were the point in contention, there would be more in the hymn about the 
invisibility/transcendence of God.  Given that the hymn focuses on Christ, Hay's latter point that Christ 
reveals God is likely to be closer to the point that Paul was making to the Colossians.    271
 In trying to understand what it means for Christ to reveal God, Thompson makes an interesting 
point that might help to move us a little closer to understanding the concept of image.  “The Greek 
word for 'image' (εἰκὼν) has the sense of something visible, and thus presents something of a puzzle to 
interpreters: how can that which is invisible be represented as or in an image?  But to say that Christ is 
the image of God means that, in some way, the unseen or invisible God becomes visible, moves into 
our sphere of sense perception, in the life of this human being.”   This is probably the most helpful 272
statement yet.  Given that God is assumed to be transcendent and understanding that the hymn is about 
to move into a very large section about Christ's role in creation, a statement about the invisible, 
transcendent creator moving into the realm of human sense perception through an individual that 
recently lived on earth is probably the most helpful way to explain what this phrase means.  God has 
revealed Himself by moving into the realm of human sense perception in the form of a man who lived 
on earth shortly before this letter was written.   
Wisdom 
The LORD possessed me [wisdom] at the beginning of his work, the first of his acts of 
old...then I was beside him, like a master workman, and I was daily his delight, rejoicing before 
him always.  273
For she [wisdom] is a breath of the power of God, and a pure emanation of the glory of the 
Almighty; therefore nothing defiled gains entrance into her...  274
 Many commentators think that statements like these lie behind some of the concepts in the 
hymn.  For example, Witherington says that “the parallels between this hymn and the Wisdom of 
Solomon are so numerous that they must be listed at the outset of the discussion,”  and he then goes 275
on to list the parallels in chart form.  He is far from alone, however.  It is difficult to find a scholarly 
treatment of this hymn that does not mention the Jewish concept of the Wisdom of God as a conceptual 
background to the material in the hymn.   
 Hay (2000:55)269
 Hay (2000:56)270
 Sumney (2008:64) says something similar.  “While aoratos could describe an aspect of the being of God, and so be 271
rendered 'invisible,' that seems more speculative and is unnecessary to the context.  Furthermore, claiming that God by 
nature is invisible sets this passage in significant tension with a number of statements in the Old Testament.  The central 
point this clause makes is that Christ is the means by which God reveals Godself to the world.”  The point here is that 
Paul is not trying to make a statement about God, but rather make a statement about Christ by comparing him to God.  
 Thompson (2005:28), emphasis original 272
 Prov 8.22, 30273
 Wis 7.25274
 Witherington (1994:266-7)275
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 Fossum says “In Prov 8 and the apocrypha, Wisdom is described as a hypostasis in the 
interpolated part of [1 Enoch] ch. 42, where she is said to be a heavenly figure who once came down to 
earth, but was disconcerted and ascended to take her place among the angels.”   Talking of a specific 276
passage, O'Boyle says “Wisdom 7.22b-8.1 describes the nature and works of Wisdom, naming her 
attributes as the following: ‘she is a reflection of eternal light, a spotless mirror of the working of God, 
and an image of his goodness’ (Wis 7.26; see Prov 8.22-31).  It is the category of Wisdom as the εἰκὼν 
of God which opens up the possibility of recognizing full “re-presentation” on the divine side.”    277
 A full investigation into the nature of Wisdom goes beyond the scope of this study, but that level 
of detail is not needed for our purposes.  It is enough to say that there was a common Jewish belief at 
the time of this letter that Wisdom came from God, was responsible (at some level) for creation, and is 
connected with the concept of the εἰκὼν.  We do not need to go further, because the idea of Wisdom has 
not been lifted straight out of Jewish sapiential thought.  Here, Wisdom is a springboard from which the 
author of the hymn leaps in order to make his point.  Moo (with O’Brien) says that “the statement that 
all things were made to him or for him (τὰ πάντα δι’ αὐτοῦ καὶ εἰς αὐτὸν ἔκτισται), goes far beyond 
anything ever said of Wisdom.”    278
 Rather than strictly identifying Christ as Wisdom, what we see is the author of the hymn 
drawing from some of the Wisdom concepts and combining them with other concepts (such as those of 
εἰκὼν and λόγος) in order to make his point.  Loader says “Wisdom brings two important emphases to 
Christology.  1) It allowed early Christians to express the relationship of the Son to the Father in ways 
which went beyond an obedient chosen man and exalted one with the authority of the Son of Man.  2) 
A synthesis of wisdom and eschatological sonship christology might be expected to result in the view 
that the Son is sent by the Father, to perform the deeds and functions of the Son of Man, only 
developed more fully.”   Wisdom thought was appropriated by the author of the hymn (and by 279
extension the author of the letter) as a way of making certain points.  The desire appeared to be to 
portray Christ as something more than simply an obedient human, and existing categories (like 
Wisdom) were used to aid in this task.  In some places, the author simply followed Wisdom thought 
(e.g. Christ was in the beginning with God); in others, he surpassed Wisdom thought (e.g. the goal of 
creation was for Christ, though nothing like this was ever said of Wisdom).  O'Boyle explains it well 
when he says “it seems that, while there is an element of uniqueness involved in talking about the pre-
existence and incarnation of a personal being who took on flesh and became Jesus the Messiah, the 
sapiential material with its exalted praise of Wisdom helped prepare the way for such an idea.”    280
Logos 
 To a lesser degree than with “image” and “wisdom,” there might also be some themes pulled 
from Philo's concept of λόγος.  Adeney says that “with Paul, the Son of God is always a person; but 
Philo's Logos, though personified in his highly allegorical way, is not really a distinct person, but either 
 Fossum (1983:280)276
 O'Boyle (2001:73)277
 Moo (2008:125) makes this point and references O'Brien.  O'Brien (1982:47) says “Paul's teaching about Christ as the 278
goal of all creation...finds no parallel in the Jewish Wisdom literature or in the rest of the extant Jewish materials for that 
matter.”
 Loader (1978:542-3)279
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the divine reason, or God's plan of the universe, or the power he puts forth in realizing his plan.”   281
However, he says further that “if Paul borrowed ideas from Philo, he must have deliberately rejected 
Philo's favorite term, Logos, because Paul never uses it.”    282
 Some of the meanings for λόγος that Adeney gives sound a bit like what we see in the hymn, 
especially “the power he puts forth in realizing his plan.”  However, Altmann finds something else in 
Philo that is closer to what we see in the hymn (and Colossians as a whole).  He said, “Philo did not 
think that man is an immediate image of God; rather the Logos was the image and man was made after 
that image.”   Colossians 1.15 says that Christ is the image of God, and Colossians 3.10 says that man 283
is being renewed in that image.  This sounds very close to what Altmann finds in Philo.   
 It is easy to see why the term λόγος might be rejected, even if Paul did borrow λόγος themes.  It 
makes sense to say that man is being renewed in the εἰκὼν of God since to be the image of something is 
to be its representation/representative.  Man would be the representation of God.  However, to be the 
λόγος of God is to be the reason/power/plan of God.  That is a term that makes sense when used singly 
of Christ, however, it does not transfer well to everyone else.  Perhaps, the theme “man is like Christ 
who is like God” was desired, but λόγος did not transfer well to men.  εἰκὼν, on the other hand, allows 
man to be described as a representation/representative of God rather than the reason/power/plan of 
God.   
Connection of Image, Wisdom, and Logos 
Paul declares that Christ “is the image of the invisible God” (1,15), and by the one word 
“image” he combines two of the most important themes of Old Testament theology. On the one 
hand, God created the human race to be His image, with supremacy over the rest of creation 
(Gen 1.27-8; Ps 8.6; cf Col 3.10), so that in fulfilling the human destiny Christ has achieved 
pre-eminence over the universe.  On the other hand, the personified Wisdom, the only wisdom 
by which God has “made all things” and “fashioned humanity to be the master of His whole 
creation,” is also sent to be the “image of God's goodness” (Wisd. 7:26; 9:1-2; cf Prov 8:22ff; 
Ecclas 24:1-23; Philo of Alexandria, Leg. All. I.43; de Conf. Ling. 97); and Paul's hymn to the 
cosmic Christ is full of echoes of Wisdom's function as the plan and artificer of Creation. These 
two themes are held together by the fact that wisdom which shone forth in Creation was also a 
divine attribute which was always intended to be imparted to the human race (Ecclus. 24:7-10), 
so that the perfect human being is one in whom Wisdom resides, or as Paul puts it, “God in all 
His fullness has chosen to dwell” (Col 1:19; 2:9).    284
 Caird thinks that the two themes that Paul combined here are 1) man as the image of God (with 
supremacy over creation) and 2) personified Wisdom as the image of God's goodness.  At the end of the 
quote he says that these two themes are held together by Wisdom (theme 2) coming to dwell among 
humans as a human – in whom the perfect image of God is reflected (theme 1).   
 The phrase “image of God” had been around for a long time before Colossians was written.  In 
Genesis 1, Adam was called the image of God.  Ridderbos says that “the image language in Col 1.15ff 
 Adeney (1905:50)281
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obviously refers to Gen 1.27.”   Schnelle says that the use of the εἰκὼν (image, reflection, prototype) 285
motif expresses the special dignity of human beings.   In Genesis, human beings are described as 286
being made in the image of God as well as being made from the dust of the ground.  Declaring a human 
being to be a representation of God does (as Schnelle says) instill him/her with a special dignity.  It is 
being made in the image of God which gives man importance; otherwise, he would be nothing more 
than dust.    287
 Here, we see Jesus also being declared to be the image of God.  However, the way in which he 
represents God is different than the way in which any other human represents God.  It is more of a top-
down image rather than a bottom-up image.  Man was made from the dust into the image of God.  
However, as Caird pointed out, the eternal Wisdom of God was sent to earth as a human in God's 
image.  That is a very different way of being the image of God.   
 Ultimately, the idea of Wisdom coming to earth as a human (as the perfect image) is probably 
the best way to interpret the meaning of the text.  The three terms we looked at: image, wisdom, and 
logos, all come together at a single point.  Adeney says that “the Son of God in Paul occupies a very 
similar place in the universe to Philo's Logos, the pre-existent medium of creation and present 
instrument of Providence and Revelation.”   We have already seen that Wisdom is involved in 288
creation, so for the logos to be the medium of creation only connects the themes further.  Dunn agrees 
and says that “the Logos becoming incarnate could be said to move within the thought world of the 
Wisdom hymn in Colossians.”    289
 Both Wisdom and Logos connect with the theme of Image through two means.  First, both 
Wisdom and Logos are referred to as the image of God.   Second, when Wisdom is connected with an 290
individual human who is described as the “image of the invisible God,” another connection is made 
with the image of God through the Adam language of Genesis.  Altemann says that “the designation of 
Jesus as the image of God expresses the eschatological notion of the Son of Man or, in Paul's 
terminology, the “last Adam.”  It is also reflected in passages like Col 3.10 and Eph 4.24.”   Without 291
entering into a comparative study of the passages in which Jesus is described as the last Adam, at a very 
basic level, if he is described as the true image of God, then Jesus must (at least in some way) be a 
representation/image of God like the first Adam.   
 Consider, then, Christ's relationship to the human race through the Adam theme.  Caird says the 
following: 
Paul's most distinctive contribution to this theme [wisdom], is in his letter to the Colossians 
where he designates Christ “the image of the invisible God, the first-born of all creation” (1:15).  
 Ridderbos (1997:70).  He says further that “the whole so-called hymn speaks of creation and [Christ] is called both 285
“beginning” and “firstborn.”  Furthermore, I would also draw attention to the Colossians being told in 3.10 to put on the 
new self, which is being renewed in knowledge after the image of its creator.  Both of these points make it very likely 
that Gen 1.27 is in view here.  
 Schnelle (2003:531)286
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What Paul's argument requires is that Christ should be accepted as the true image, and therefore 
the true revelation of the unseen God, precisely because he is “adam” as God had always 
intended “adam” to be (Gen 1:26).  He is the human race, in whom the divine Wisdom has 
taken up permanent residence.    292
 If Christ does truly represent the human race, then he did exactly what the first Adam was 
intended to do.  Adam was a representation of God and the representative for the human race.  Christ 
fulfilled the same role as the representation of God (the image of the invisible God), and because of his 
relationship to God and his life as a man, he was/is the representative for the human race.  The 
difference is, however, that in this second Adam/image-bearing man, the divine Wisdom has taken up 
residence.   
Significance 
 An importance consequence of the themes we saw in this section to the Colossians (and to 
understanding Paul’s view of Christianity) is that believers are connected to God through Christ.  
Schnelle has this to say:  
The εἰκὼν concept is for Paul a category of participation: the participation of the Son in the 
glory of the Father is completed in the believers' participation in the glory of Christ … In their 
relationship to Christ, human beings each attain their own destiny as the εἰκὼν τοῦ θεοῦ they 
were created to be.  The meaning of being human is not exhausted in mere creatureliness; only 
in becoming like God do human beings realize their intended purpose of being made in God's 
image.  The course was set for them by their creation and made possible through faith in Jesus 
Christ as the image of God.    293
 Colossians 3.10 tells the Colossians that they have put on the new self, which is being renewed 
in knowledge after the image of its creator.  Human beings are never more fully human than when they 
fully reflect the image of God.  As Schnelle said earlier, “all the statements about the relation of 
believers to the image of Christ are based on the concept of Christ as the image of God.”   The εἰκὼν 294
concept is a category of participation.  Humans are meant to be in the image of God.  Christ is the true 
image of God; he is the Wisdom/Logos of God made human.  Humans are being renewed in the image 
through Christ.  Therefore, a human is never more human than when he is participating in his own 
renewal in the image of God through Christ.   
 When we looked at 1.9-14, we were introduced to the themes of revelation and renewal.  In 
those verses, Paul presented these ideas to the Colossians and explained them from the perspective of 
an individual’s walk.  Here, he focuses in especially on revelation and explains how Christ reveals God.   
 On Paul’s view, Jesus as the image of God means that looking at Jesus can tell man something 
about God that he could not find anywhere else.  Considering that God is infinite and beyond man’s 
reach, man is completely at a loss to cross the divide between the human and the divine unless the 
divine wishes to reach out to him.  It is as if there were a man on Mars, and we wished to know more 
about him.  We could devise all sorts of theories here on Earth about who he is, what he does, and the 
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like.  But, we could never really know him while we are separated by so much space.   If, however, 295
the man on Mars sent his son to Earth, we could know something about him.  His son could not only 
communicate things about the man, but the son would also, in many ways, resemble his father.  In the 
same way with Christianity, Paul says that one can know about the Father by getting to know the Son.  
Furthermore, if God sent His Son, then that means that He wants man to know Him.   
 There is, however, a danger with this.  Paul would warn that if one rejects Christ, then he loses 
his best chance at knowing the Father.  All of our theories about the man on Mars are completely 
inadequate next to actually meeting his son.  Likewise, all our theories about God are completely 
inadequate next to actually meeting His son.  It is not that God has not revealed some of Himself to 
mankind in other ways – He very well might have.  However, if He actually sent His Son to Earth so 
that humans could know him, then to reject him is to throw away the best chance of knowing God 
Himself.  This would not only be foolish on man’s part, but it would go against what God actually 
wanted.  If He sent His Son so people could know Him better, then Christianity is a religion of 
revelation and God does actually want man to know Him.   
 This analogy does break down as technology progress and man becomes capable of actually sending someone to Mars.  295
Sending someone to meet God, however, is not something that technology can solve.  The gap is of a different kind.  
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7. Christ and Creation (1.15b-16) 
1.15b 
πρωτότοκος πάσης κτίσεως  
 In order to understand the statement about Christ as the firstborn of all creation, one must also 
understand v.16.  This is because immediately following πρωτότοκος πάσης κτίσεως is a ὅτι, which 
explains why the hymn refers to Christ as the firstborn.  Therefore, to make sense of this phrase, we 
will consider v.16 along with it.   
 The phrase “firstborn of all creation” has been no stranger to controversy and interpretative 
difficulties.  Col 1.15 was one of the most prominent texts in the Arian controversy over the deity of 
Christ,  and the same question they wrestled with is the same one we must wrestle with today.  Is 296
Christ part of creation or not?   
 When discussing this question, many commentators refer to Psalm 89.27 “And I will make him 
the firstborn [πρωτότοκος in LXX], the highest of the kings of the earth.”   It is easy to understand 297
why this is so, because the passage clearly uses πρωτότοκος in a non-biological way that is similar to 
the passage in Colossians.  Ps 89.27 makes it clear that the passage is referring to David as the King.  
Since David is obviously not the biological offspring of God, πρωτότοκος must be functioning in a 
different sense in this passage.  That means that the question of whether Christ is a part of creation or 
not cannot be decided as simply as saying “the passage says he is the firstborn, firstborn means birth, 
therefore, he is part of creation.”  πρωτότοκος can refer to literal birth, but it does not have to.   
 One important part of the investigation into the meaning of this phrase is on the type of genitive 
used.   Here, Helyer says “several possibilities present themselves: 1) It could be a partitive genitive, 298
so that prototokos would be included in some way in the class of creatures; 2) It could be a genitive of 
comparison, which would exclude the prototokos from the same; 3) It could be a genitive of place, 
defining the sphere of the firstborn's authority; 4) it could be an objective genitive, in which case the 
action implied in prototokos terminates on all creation.”    299
 Let's take these one at a time beginning with number three.  Wallace defines the genitive of 
place as “the genitive substantive [which] indicates the place within which the verb to which it is 
related occurs.”   As an example he gives Luke 16.24, “Send Lazarus in order that he might dip the 300
tip of his finger in water...”  It is clear from the definition and example that using this genitive would 
require that the action of the verb be located in a certain place.  In Colossians, this would mean that 
Christ was the first one born in creation.  This essentially says the same thing as the partitive genitive, 
i.e., Christ is a part of creation.  Between the two options for the genitive (partitive and place), saying 
that Christ is part of creation makes better sense than to say that the location in which he was born was 
creation.  Given that Wallace says further “This usage is rather rare in the NT and ought to be suggested 
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only if no other category fits,”  if Christ is part of creation, the partitive genitive should be preferred 301
over the genitive of place.   
 The second option is a genitive of comparison.  Sumney opts for this view over that of the 
partitive.  He says “it does not distinguish Christ from various individual created things but compares 
him to all created things as a group.  Syntactically, it could be partitive, but the poetic material does not 
seem interested in making an assertion about whether or not Christ is a created being.  Rather, it seeks 
to set Christ in the highest rank in relation to all created beings – which includes all beings except 
God.”   I disagree with Sumney.  To say that a simple comparison is being made without going any 302
further might be fine for many passages, but that seems unlikely here.  This whole section of the hymn 
is about exploring and explaining what Christ's relationship to creation is, and the hymn itself is 
explaining who Christ is.  To leave unanswered what is perhaps the biggest question one could ask (“Is 
Christ creator or creation?”) in a passage that raises that very question and in a letter that tries to settle 
such issues and speaks definitively about such things is beyond belief.  It is much more likely that Paul 
had an opinion about that question and an answer can be found in the passage than that he simply 
ignored the question and said that Christ compared to creation in some sort of generic way.   
 So, what about the first and last options, partitive and objective?  Michaelis gives the following 
in comparison: 
The description of Christ as πρωτότοκος πάσης κτίσεως in Col 1:15 obviously finds in the ὅτι 
clause of v.16 its more precise basis and explanation: Christ is the Mediator at creation to whom 
all creatures without exception owe their creation → V,894, 25 ff., 37 ff.  Hence πρωτότοκος 
πάσης κτίσεως does not simply denote the priority in time of the pre-existent Lord.  If the 
expression refers to the mediation of creation through Christ, it cannot be saying at the same 
time that He was created as the first creature.  The decisive objection to this view, which sees in 
the πάσης κτίσεως a partitive genitive, is that it would demand emphasis on the -τοκος, whereas 
with the exception of Lk. 2:7 (→ 876, 6 ff.), which refers to the literal birth, the -τοκος is never 
emphasized in the NT in passages which speak of Christ, especially Col. 1:18 (→ 877, 15 ff.).  
A further point is that this view would bring -τοκος into tension with κτίσις (and κτίζεσθαι in 
1:16), for creation and birth are different concepts and πρωτότοκος cannot be regarded as a 
simple synonym of πρωτοκτίστος.  The only remaining possibility is to take πρωτότοκος 
hiearchically (→ like 7 f.).  What is meant is the unique supremacy of Christ over all creatures 
as the Mediator of their creation.  The succeeding statement in 1:17a αὐτός ἐστιν πρὸ πάντων, 
emphasizes the same supremacy, while 1:17b draws the conclusion from 1:16.    303
 There are two main points here that need explanation.  First, does the word πρωτότοκος itself 
imply a partitive or objective genitive?  Second, how exactly is v.16 related to v.15, and what impact 
does it have on the meaning of πρωτότοκος?   
 To the first question, Michaelis said that πρωτότοκος does not generally refer to literal birth in 
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the New Testament,  because that would demand emphasis on -τοκος.  Significantly, there is another 304
instance of πρωτότοκος in the hymn, which will help us understand this instance.  In v.18, Christ is 
described as πρωτότοκος ἐκ τῶν νεκρῶν.  This almost certainly has a metaphorical meaning, for what 
could it mean to literally come out of a woman's womb after one has become a grown man?   Even if 305
one expands the context to the entire letter of Colossians, there is nothing that would suggest a literal 
birth is in view here.  Furthermore, πρωτότοκος and πρωτοκτίστος are not simple synonyms.  Even if 
there are some places of metaphorical overlap between these two words, they are not exactly equivalent 
and should not be viewed as interchangeable.   
 To the second point about the relationship of v.16 to v.15, the fact that there is a ὅτι clause and 
an entire verse elaborating on what was said in v.15 indicates that something needs more explanation.    
The question is, what needs more explanation?  What does v.16 modify?  Either it can modify both 
εἰκὼν and πρωτότοκος, or it could refer to just εἰκὼν or just πρωτότοκος.  The content of v.15 and v.16 
will help to determine which is better.   
 V.16 emphasizes that nothing in all creation is excepted from the things that were created “in 
him.”  It makes no difference whether the created things themselves are heavenly or earthly, seen or 
unseen.  Things, places, and even the rulers and powers were created in him.  τὰ πάντα is meant to be a 
reference to all creation, much like God creating the heavens and the earth in Gen 1.1 (ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς 
καὶ ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς is a possible reference to this).   306
 The beginning of v.16, ὅτι ἐν αὐτῷ ἐκτίσθη τὰ πάντα, appears to be giving a reason meant to 
support a point already made – because in him all things were created.  What follows in v. 16 is a series 
of prepositional phrases by which the creation of “all things” is described.  Therefore, all of v.16 is 307
essentially one large point, a long explanation of something that came before it, connected by a causal 
ὅτι.  This large point is that all things owe their creation to Christ.   
 So, how does this modify v.15?  Does it modify both the statements about Christ or just one of 
them?  Obviously, it refers to his being the firstborn of all creation.  Whatever one thinks the precise 
meaning is, it would be hard to not connect the emphasis on creation in v.16 with Christ's relationship 
to creation in v.15.  Therefore, if v.16 definitely modifies Christ's being the firstborn over all creation, 
the only question left is, does v.16 also modify Christ as the image of the invisible God?   
 The answer to this question is likely not.  Describing Christ as being the visible manifestation of 
an invisible God does not obviously have anything to do with the act of his creating everything.  One is 
 O'Brien (1982:44) suggests that Rom 8.29 might be an exception to the observation that πρωτότοκος does not refer to 304
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Christ is being described as the head of the family, this is not a family that has been physically born.  This family is one 
that has been raised from the dead and has experienced new birth.  Being the firstborn in a family that is unified by 
having been raised from the dead would not show that Christ was a created being.  Human, yes; created, no.  Even on 
the view of Christ which holds that the was pre-existent, he still became human.  However, O'Brien continues on to say 
that even the option that he suggests does not seem possible because of the ὅτι  and the commentary (v.16) on the title 
that follows; indeed, it seems difficult to separate the two verses thematically.  This difficulty with the phrase 
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towards a metaphorical meaning rather than a literal one.  
 Bruce (1984d:61)306
 Dunn (1996b:91)307
!79
a description of his nature and the other describes something that he has actually done.  Furthermore, 
the focus in v.16 is on making sure the reader knows that Christ is responsible for everything in 
creation.  It details the contents of creation and then names Christ as the agent who is responsible for 
their creation.  The content of this verse does not seem to have anything to do with the content of the 
proposition that Christ is related in a particular way to God.  It focuses entirely on his relationship to 
creation.   
 So, returning to our previous question, how does the ὅτι and everything following it in v.16 
modify the phrase firstborn of all creation?  If this verse is giving the reason that Christ is described as 
the firstborn of all creation and then goes on to describe how he is responsible for the creation of 
everything, it would do damage to the text to then say that Christ was also part of the very creation for 
which he was responsible.  To create oneself would be to bootstrap oneself into existence.  If Christ is a 
created being, God would have had to first create Christ and then have him create everything else 
(though, on this view, Christ would still technically be part of creation, and this verse would be wrong).  
If there is to be support for this view, it will have to come from somewhere other than v.16.  Christ, 
therefore, stands on the creator side of the creator/creation divide.  Witherington is correct when he 
says “when the hymn says he is the firstborn of all creation this probably does not refer to his being 
created, for it is about to go on to say he is the author of creation.  Clearly he is depicted here as on the 
creator side of the creator-creature distinction.  πρωτότοκος then emphasizes Christ's relationship to 
that creation, just as εἰκὼν emphasizes the relationship to the creator.”    308
1.16 
ὅτι ἐν αὐτῷ ἐκτίσθη τὰ πάντα ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς καὶ ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς τὰ ὁρατὰ καὶ τὰ ἀόρατα εἴτε θρόνοι εἴτε 
κυριότητες εἴτε ἀρχαὶ εἴτε ἐξουσίαι τὰ πάντα δι’ αὐτοῦ καὶ εἰς αὐτὸν ἔκτισται 
 If the ὅτι and everything following it in v.16 modifies the phrase “firstborn of all creation,” what 
can we learn about it from v.16?  The first thing we should notice about this verse is its structure.  
O’Brien notes two examples of chiasmus that occur in v.16.  First, is the first and last line of the 
verse:   309
 ὅτι ἐν αὐτῷ ἐκτίσθη τὰ πάντα 
 τὰ πάντα δι’ αὐτοῦ καὶ εἰς αὐτὸν ἔκτισται 
and the second is the expansion of τὰ πάντα:   310
 ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς καὶ ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς  
 τὰ ὁρατὰ καὶ τὰ ἀόρατα 
 Witherington (1994:269)308
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 When we look at v.16, three things are clearly meant to stand out.  First, original creation is 
what is in view here.  Redemption and the renewal of creation are not being discussed.  This verse of 
the hymn is talking about the original creation.   Second, the writer of the hymn wanted very much to 311
emphasize that this creation took place in relation to Christ (we will discuss the three prepositions used 
to describe this below).  Third, “all things” were created in relation to Christ, and the majority of the 
words in this verse exist to spell out exactly what this means.  We will look at each of these three things 
in turn beginning with the verb “create.”   
 In v.16, we have two uses of the verb “to create:” ἐκτίσθη and ἔκτισται.  However, the 
difference in verb tense between these two instances of “create” makes two different points.  The aorist 
tense in the first use points towards the historical act of creation, but the perfect tense of the second 
points towards creation’s ongoing existence.  Sumney says “Perhaps the use of the perfect tense shows 
the author thinking the Christ continues to work as creator not just of the things that already exist, but 
also of the things God intends to bring about through Christ.”   We will see more on this when we 312
look at v.17.  O’Brien and MacDonald point out that the passive voice that runs throughout the verse 
shows that it is God who is creator.   However, as the rest of the verse (namely, the prepositions) will 313
make clear, this was not a solo act.  “God creates, but Christ is the agent of creation.”    314
 The first statement of Christ’s creation is ὅτι ἐν αὐτῷ ἐκτίσθη τὰ πάντα.  ἐν is the first of three 
prepositions in v.16 that relate Christ to the act of creation, and there is some debate over how exactly 
Paul means this to be taken.  Sumney thinks that ἐν should be taken in an instrumental sense: “Christ is 
God’s means of creating the world.”   O’Brien thinks that the sense of instrumentality is included 315
here, but the phrase goes beyond this and “points to Christ as the ‘sphere’ within which the work of 
creation takes place … On Christ depended the act of creation so that it was not done independently of 
him.”   This would be consistent with the way the preposition ἐν is used throughout Colossians.  Moo 316
says “Paul uses the preposition en quite a lot in Colossians with Christ is its object; and most of them - 
perhaps even all of them - express the idea of sphere (1:4, 14, 17, 19; 2:6, 7, 9, 10, 11; 3:18, 20; 4:7, 
17).  We think it more likely, then, that this opening line is claiming that Christ is the one ‘in’ whom all 
things were created.”    317
 However, there are two reasons we should hesitate before claiming absolute certainty on Paul’s 
meaning here.  The first reason is a general one.  Moo explains “As so often when we confront Paul’s 
‘in Christ’ language, it is difficult to put into words the precise point that is being made.  But perhaps 
our problem is that we are seeking a specificity that Paul does not intend.  He wants to make the very 
general point that all of God’s creative work took place ‘in terms of’ or ‘in reference to’ Christ.”   318
This, I think, ties in to the second reason why we should perhaps not try to define Paul’s point too 
rigidly.  The three prepositions used here in v.16 (ἐν, δι’, and εἰς) will be repeated in the exact order in 
v.19-20.  The parallelism between these two verses makes it unlikely that each of the prepositions was 
 Dunn (1996b:92) says “Even as christianized, the two strophes seem to be structured on a protology/eschatology, old 311
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being used in the exact same way.  What is more likely is that by reusing the same prepositions, the 
author of the hymn was creating a parallel structure that was meant to communicate an important point 
by saying that Christ is related in the same way to original creation as he is to the new creation.  Very 
briefly, what we will see is that in all ways, both the original creation and renewed creation owe their 
existence to and are summed up in Christ.   
 The majority of the words in v.16 exist to make the point that Christ is responsible for the 
creation of “all things,” τὰ πάντα.   τὰ πάντα is used in both the first and last lines of this verse, but 319
beyond the simple repetition of τὰ πάντα, it is the material in the middle that is meant to emphasize 
Christ’s responsibility for all creation.  This is done first by means of a chiasm that we discussed above.   
 ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς καὶ ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς  
 τὰ ὁρατὰ καὶ τὰ ἀόρατα 
“Heavens” and “unseen” are meant to correspond in the same ways as “earth” and “seen,” but when 
one takes the two together, he finds a double statement that is meant to include all things in existence.  
“Heavens and the earth” was a common Jewish way of referring to all of creation (think Genesis 1.1), 
and there is nothing that would not be in one of the categories of either “seen” or “unseen.”    320
 More time has been spent in an attempt to identify the next four terms, θρόνοι, κυριότητες, 
ἀρχαὶ, and ἐξουσίαι.  Some commentators, like Van Kooten,  attempt to identify the powers 321
specifically.  However, the exact identity of these powers is highly debated, and we are unlikely to 
solve the issue with only a passing glance.   Furthermore, their exact identity is not important; we 322
simply need to understand what they stood for.  As far as their general referent, two main ideas are 
discussed.  The powers could refer to angelic beings or a combination of angelic beings and 
corresponding earthly powers.   
 Dunn thinks that what we see here is a “hierarchy of heavenly powers” in which “thrones” is 
superior to “lordships,” and so on.   He thinks that “all four terms refer only to the invisible, heavenly 323
realm”  which means that he sees this as an emphasis on the unseen side of creation (perhaps in 324
response to the Colossian’s situation).  Similarly, O’Brien thinks that “four classes of angelic powers 
are listed … They probably represent the highest orders of the angelic realm.”   Quite a few 325
 Wright (1986:71) thinks that the inclusion of the article in τὰ πάντα indicates “that Paul sees this created world as a 319
single whole (i.e. ‘the totality’).  
 “Seen/unseen” are an “A/~A” statement.  Since the set is paired with its negation, it would be logically impossible for 320
anything to exist outside of one of the two parts.  It is unlikely that this precise philosophical point was in view; 
nevertheless, the point about the hymn emphasizing “all things” in creation remains.  
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commentators view these terms as relating to the angelic realm, and as a result, more of the discussion 
is centered around the nature of these beings, i.e. whether they are good or bad.    326
 The other view says that these words to represent spiritual powers, but these spiritual powers 
are connected with earthly powers.  Sumney says “While these titles clearly designate heavenly beings, 
they probably have an additional point of reference.  These names also designate visible social and 
political offices, structures, and realities … Other Christians, notably the author of Revelation, see 
direct connections between the supernatural powers that oppose Christians and the powers that literally 
rule the earth.”   Similarly, Wright says “For Paul spiritual and earthly rulers were not sharply 327
distinguished.  In his view, earthly rulers held authority only as a trust from the creator.”    328
 If we see the spiritual powers connected with earthly powers, we do not need to distinguish 
between the two.  The forces of evil on the earth would have spiritual forces of evil working behind and 
with them.  However, that also means that the earthly forces of good would have spiritual forces of 
good working behind them.  Paul is, therefore, telling the Colossians that they have the creator of the 
universe behind them and working on their side.  This point means that it makes little difference 
whether the θρόνοι, κυριότητες, ἀρχαὶ, and ἐξουσίαι are good or evil.  Christ is as far above them as the 
creator is above the creation, because Christ is their creator.   
 Both of these sets of words that we have discussed, ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς καὶ ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς τὰ ὁρατὰ 
καὶ τὰ ἀόρατα as well as εἴτε θρόνοι εἴτε κυριότητες εἴτε ἀρχαὶ εἴτε ἐξουσίαι, are meant to do similar 
things.  The first set is meant to refer to all creation and thereby emphasize the point already made that 
Christ is responsible for all things in creation - nothing is excepted.  The second set points specifically 
at the power structures in creation, whether spiritual, earthly, or (what’s more likely) the combination of 
the two of them.  Because Christ is responsible for the creation of all things, this verse in the hymn is 
setting up Paul for points that he will make throughout the rest of the letter - that because of who Christ 
is and what he has done for them, the Colossians should follow the way of Christ and not any other 
way.  In other words, this verse (and the hymn in general) lays the foundation for one of the main 
themes of Paul’s Christianity, the person and work of Christ.   
 We saw in the first statement of v.16 that Christ was responsible for all things in creation, and 
here we have two more statements about his relationship to creation.  The second statement (of the 
three), that all things were created δι’ αὐτοῦ, really does not add much content to what the first one 
said.  It is the third statement that is different - τὰ πάντα … εἰς αὐτὸν ἔκτισται.  We saw previously that 
much of what is being said about Christ here is based on Jewish Wisdom literature.  However, this third 
statement, that everything that was made in creation was made for him, goes beyond anything found in 
such literature.    329
 Witherington (2007:134) thinks they they must have originally been good, since the Son created them, and then fell after 326
there original creation (otherwise they would not need reconciling to God).  On the other hand, in surveying the uses 
outside of Colossians Carr (1987:52) says “We may conclude that the terms θρόνοι, κυριότητες, ἀρχαὶ, and ἐξουσίαι, far 
from conveying to the Colossians the idea of hostile forces of the universe or of malevolent spirits, would have at most 
described beings whose status was neutral, requiring definite signs from the context to be interpreted in an evil sense.”  
Even if the evil powers are specially in view and in need of reconciliation (as Witherington says), very probably, these 
terms refer to all powers whether good or evil.  The point being made is that Christ created all things, and since original 
creation would have been prior to any fall, this would have included all powers.  
 Sumney (2008:67)327
 Wright (1986:72)  328
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!83
 This final phrase is very significant, and not surprisingly, there are numerous perspectives on its 
implications.  Wright says “Verse 16 thus moves the thought of the poem from the past (Christ as agent 
of creation) to the present (Christ as the one to whom the world owes allegiance) and to the future 
(Christ whose sovereignty will become universal).”   O’Brien says “it needs to be remembered that 330
the One of whom Paul speaks in this vein had recently been crucified as a common criminal in 
Jerusalem.  However, he had risen victoriously from the dead and revealed himself to Paul as Son of 
God.  To him as the goal the whole of creation, and therefore history as well, moved.  It was the 
Father’s intention that all things should be summed up in Christ.”   Finally, Sumney says that “Christ 331
is the intended goal of creation.  Perhaps this indicates that the cosmos should conform to his 
character.”    332
 Each of the three views above looks at v.16 in general and the final statement in particular a bit 
differently, and taken together we have multi-faceted view of what the hymn is saying.  Wright 
emphasizes that the position of Christ as supreme is consistent through time - through past, present, and 
future.  O’Brien reminds us that though we are talking about a transcendent being, this was the same 
being who lived, died, and resurrected as Jesus of Nazareth.  Sumney looks ahead to both the present 
and future implications for Christians - if Christ is the intended goal of creation, and the one to whom 
the cosmos should conform, most of all that means that those who follow him should and will conform 
to his character.   
 Wright (1986:73)330
 O’Brien (1982:47).  On a somewhat unrelated note, it is possible that we have here a bit of insight into the resurrection of 331
Jesus.  If Christ is responsible for all things in creation, that would include the earth and all matter.  The termination of 
biological functions for Jesus of Nazareth would not have been a huge problem to overcome for the one responsible for 
all creation.  He is the maker of all creation, and all creation moves according to his will (like Jesus calming the wind 
and the waves in the Gospels).  The creator would have had no problem reanimating a body that he created.  It is not as 
if the entirety of God’s wisdom and power existed in the physical location occupied by Jesus of Nazareth.  God was still 
active elsewhere (such as when the Centurion’s servant was healed without Jesus being present).  The death of Jesus did 
not mean that God’s Wisdom somehow died too.  Wisdom lived on, resurrected the body of Jesus, and continued to 
indwell it in its new, glorified state.
 Sumney (2008:69)332
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Diagram 
 As we move through the hymn, we will diagram the hymn in detail as part of our attempt to 
look at its underlying structure.  We did not have a diagram with v.15, because it was not until v.16 that 
we investigated the meaning of the second proposition or its relationship to the first proposition.  Here 
is what we have so far.  
Significance 
 1.15b-16 describe Christ’s relationship to creation.  We saw above that the phrase πρωτότοκος 
πάσης κτίσεως placed Christ on the creator side of the creator/creation divide, and that v.16 explains 
repeatedly and redundantly that Christ is responsible for creating all things and all things stand in 
relation to him.  He is like the master-workman in Proverbs 8.30,  only here he is not merely a figure 333
of speech but the real, personal being who is both the preexistent creator as well as the human Jesus.   
 What we have, here, is a very strange statement about the pre-existent Wisdom and Jesus.  Dunn 
explains:  
What does such language mean when applied to Messiah Jesus?  Not, presumably, that the 
Christ known to his followers during his ministry in Palestine was as such God’s agent in 
creation; in the first century no less than the twentieth that would be to read imaginative 
metaphor in a pedantically literal way.  It must mean rather that that powerful action of God, 
expressed by the metaphor of the female Wisdom, in and through whom the universe came into 
being, is now to be seen as embodied in Christ, its character now made clear by the light of his 
cross and resurrection.    334
What Dunn points out is that we should be careful not to take this passage in a “pedantically literal 
way.”  If we did, we would end up with a 1st century Jewish human floating around outside of space 
and time, creating all things, and then stepping into creation.  I do not think this is what the hymn and/
or Paul means.  So, what does this verse mean for Christology?  Was God (in His wisdom) simply 
working in and through a regular man, or do we see some early thoughts on the incarnation?   
 Bruce (1984e:62) and O’Brien (1982:46)333
 Dunn (1996b:91)334
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 There are two parts to any discussion on the incarnation just as there would be two parts in the 
incarnation itself - the human and the divine.  The former is not in question here.  No modern 
commentators (as far as I am aware of) question the humanity of Jesus and assume, a la docetism, that 
he merely appeared to be a man.  The question here is on the divine side of the equation.  Do we 
simply see God in a special way through Jesus, or was God somehow actually incarnated in Jesus?  
(We will return to this question again when we look at 1.19 and 2.9).   
 The debate centers around the Jewish idea of Wisdom.  As we have already seen, Wisdom was a 
means of bridging the gap between God and man and dealing with the transcendence/immanence 
issue.   If we were simply talking about Wisdom, we might have reason to think that this hymn 335
represented Incarnational thought still in the process of being formed, because Wisdom was meant to 
bridge the gap between God and man.   However, as we have seen above, the thought in this hymn 336
goes beyond previous thoughts on Wisdom.  Christ was not merely present at creation; it was made 
through him, it all exists in relation to him, and it was made for him.   
 What if we turn Dunn’s statement around the other way?  He said (and denied) that Christ was a 
human pre-existing creation who was responsible for it.  This is to go from the human to the divine.  
What if we went from the divine to the human?  In other words, instead of saying (and denying) that 
Christ was always a man who happened to be divine, what if we said divinity took on human form?  
The human side to Christ that the disciples saw would not have been present without creation.  The 
divine side would always have existed, but the human side would have had a distinct beginning.  This 
sounds like traditional Incarnational thought.  There is not data to suggest all of this here (again, we 
will return to this in 1.19 and 2.9), but this “Incarnational” interpretation is consistent with 1.15b-16.  
The statements made in the hymn about Christ’s relationship to creation make it clear that he stands on 
the creator side of the creator/creation divide.  The question we will address later is his relationship to 
humanity, and in what sense God’s fullness dwelled in him.   
 In what sense Christ is related to both the divine and human speaks to one of the main themes 
we will see in this letter - the person and work of Christ.  However, Christ’s superiority over creation 
returns us to another theme we saw earlier - beliefs and actions.  Sumney explains:  
The claim of Christ’s superiority also sets the church against the claims of the empire.  Rome’s 
propaganda included claims that the Romans ruled the world because the gods willed it.  The 
poet and the church that recites this piece in worship reject such claims by asserting the 
subordination of all powers to Christ.  Therefore, the church possesses an allegiance that 
supersedes the claims of the empire.  They belong to the power that truly rules the cosmos, 
though that reign is not yet realized.  This alternative allegiance will require them to live in 
ways that people around them see as disruptive and perhaps subversive or even illegal.  337
 Most of the actions that we will see in the paraenetic section will not have brought much 
animosity from the empire.  However, as Sumney said, in declaring Christ as above all other powers, 
the Christians are making a very anti-Roman claim.  Let us not forget that Christ was crucified as the 
“King” of the Jews (“king” being an odious word to Romans).  Now, the claim is that this Christ who 
was crucified is not merely a human king but the creator of all things in existence and superior to all 
 I.e. how can a transcendent God interact with man and yet still be transcendent?  335
 If this were all that were meant, though, early Christians might not have gotten as far as the incarnation.  336
 Sumney (2008:68)337
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other powers - including Rome.  He is therefore the king of kings, or alternatively, the highest king.  
The fallout that could (and did) result from this particular point of theology would not have been 
difficult to predict.   
 What we should notice also is another way that beliefs and actions are connected (beyond the 
upward spiral we spoke of earlier).  Holding a belief on something like who is really God and/or who is 
really in charge can have very real consequences for both how one lives and (potentially) dies.  For 
Christians to affirm what we have already seen in the hymn (not to mention what is yet to come in v.
17-20) would represent a radical divergence from the rest of the world around them.  As we will see 
later, most of the other religions had their particular beliefs but they were flexible enough to allow for 
the truth of others.  Their beliefs resulted in a particular set of actions; the Christian beliefs of Paul and 
those who followed him resulted in a different set of actions.  Paul’s Christianity was not open to the 
truth of other religions nor were there multiple acceptable paths.  There was one God, and one way, and 
that was it.  As Sumney said, this put them at odds with the empire, because beliefs and actions are 
connected.  It was not possible to accept statements about Christ like the ones in the hymn without it 
affecting one’s life.   
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8. Christ and the Church (1.17-18a) 
Structure 
17a καὶ αὐτός ἐστιν πρὸ πάντων  
17b καὶ τὰ πάντα ἐν αὐτῷ συνέστηκεν  
18a καὶ αὐτός ἐστιν ἡ κεφαλὴ τοῦ σώµατος τῆς ἐκκλησίας 
 V.17-18a is a highly debated section structurally.  Part of this has to do with the fact that there 
are themes in this section that resonate with material both in v.15-16 and in v.18b-20.  This has led 
some to call this section a middle strophe in a three strophe hymn, and others to call it a transitional 
strophe in a two strophe hymn.   Much of the effort that has been spent on understanding this section 338
structurally has been directed at an attempt to find the original form of the hymn.   For our purposes, 339
however, we will focus only on the current form of the hymn and its meaning.   
 Notice the structural elements in the statements above.  First, the appearance of καὶ at beginning 
of each of the three statements should stand out.  Next, the first and the third statements resemble each 
other in that they make statements about Christ in the form of καὶ αὐτός ἐστιν. . . (underlined).  Also, 
consider that the very next thing in the hymn is ὅς ἐστιν ἀρχή πρωτότοκος ἐκ τῶν νεκρῶν - the phrase 
which so closely parallels the opening of the hymn in v.15 (which means it is unlikely that this section 
continues beyond v.18a).  Given all of this, it is quite rational to think that these three statements should 
be taken together.   
 The problem with trying to attach these three statements solely to either the first or second 
strophe is that the themes are different.  While the content of the first two statements is fairly similar to 
that of the first strophe,  the content of the third, with the language of the church, is not.  Similarly, 340
when one looks at the second strophe, which has the renewal of creation in view, the two statements in 
v.17 about the original creation do not fit.  It might be possible to say that the statement about the 
Church is connected to the second strophe, because humans are in view, but that is a bit of a stretch.  
Therefore, it is reasonable to conclude that these three statements of v.17-18a were most likely meant to 
stand between the two strophes and to connect them as well as make their own point (i.e., they are 
semi-independent).  Could these statements, then, represent a middle strophe?   
 When we looked at the two main strophes, there were certain structural elements they both had 
in common.  Each strophe had these five elements: 1) ὅς ἐστιν 2) first proposition about Christ 3) 
second proposition about Christ, using πρωτότοκος, 4) causal ὅτι, and 5) description of Christ as the 
 Balchin (1985:78-9) lists the major options for dividing the hymn and which scholars choose which option.  338
 Because this section does not fit easily into the hymn, and the words “the church” from v.18a are often thought to have 339
been added, many scholars think that this section has been modified from an original hymn.  As far as the language of 
the church, there are two main reasons for thinking it was added later.  First, if that were the words “the church” 
removed, the parallels (of the original hymn )with Stoic thought would be much smoother.  Second, the usage of the 
concept of the church here appears to be different than in other Pauline literature.  Usually, “church” refers to a gathering 
of people in a specific location, while it appears to have a more universal dimension here.  
 Bruce (1984d:65) The first two statements of v.17 are essentially a “twofold reaffirmation of the preexistence and cosmic 340
significance of Christ: 'he is before all things, and they all cohere in him.'”  For a similar statement, see O'Brien 
(1982:47).  Dunn (1996b:93) makes the point that the connection with the first two verses is also emphasized through 
the continued emphasis on τὰ πάντα.
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πρωτότοκος using the pronouns ἐν, δι’, and εἰς.  When we look at v.17-18a, we find none of the 
elements we used to distinguish the other two strophes as such.  They share elements from each of the 
two main strophes (which one would expect), but they do not share the features that so decidedly define 
the two main strophes.   We cannot, therefore, consider these verses to be a third main strophe.  341
Instead, we will view them as a middle or transition strophe (we will determine which option makes 
more sense after we investigate the content).  Regardless of which of the two options we choose, 
structure of the verses looks like this:  
1.17 
καὶ αὐτός ἐστιν πρὸ πάντων καὶ τὰ πάντα ἐν αὐτῷ συνέστηκεν  
 We will take a look at the first two statements together, and then consider the third statement by 
itself.  MacDonald says that v.17a is front-loaded with a reference to Christ,  and one finds another ἐν 342
αὐτῷ in v.17b, which continues the “in him” theme.  Dunn points out that the thematic emphasis on τὰ 
πάντα and on Christ's ultimacy in relation to τὰ πάντα is continued here in 1.17 as well.   Indeed, 343
there is much in these two statements that reflects back on what has been said in the previous two 
verses.  O'Brien suggests that v.17 is “a twofold statement about the preexistence and cosmic 
significance of Christ the teaching of verses 15 and 16 is reiterated.  There is no interest in the state or 
condition of the universe as such – only the concern to reassert the point about Christ's supremacy over 
the world.”   But, is that all there is to v.17?   344
 Considering the second statement, Bruce says “As for the statement that all things cohere or 
hold together in him, this adds something to what has been said about his agency in creation.  What has 
been brought into being through him is maintained in being by him … The Greek verb translated 
'cohere' is found as a Platonic and Stoic term...”   Because the word cohere, συνέστηκεν, is found in 345
Platonic and Stoic thought, many have hypothesized that the theology of this hymn might relate to or 
modify that thought.   However, considering the context of the hymn, it could just be, as Sumney 346
says, that this phrase “is yet another way that Christ's almost immeasurable superiority to all other 
powers is evident; they could not even continue their existence without the cohesion and stability with 
which Christ undergirds the whole cosmos.”  347
 However, while these two statements certainly do reiterate the main points from the previous 
two verses, and drive home Christ's superiority, that might not be all they do.  Let us start by 
considering something Dunn says: 
Here again conceptuality from contemporary cosmology seems to be loaded in an undefined 
way on Christ.  But again it is important to realize that this is not the language of clinical 
 One could make the argument, however, that because there is a καὶ statement in the second strophe, at least one (though 341
probably all three) καὶ statements in v.17-18a should be attached to the first strophe.  While this is a valid point, the 
other points just made carry more weight.  In balance, there is not enough evidence to consider these verses a full 
strophe.  
 MacDonald (2008:60) says “The 'he' in this case is most likely emphatic.  It means he himself – he and no other.”   The 342
same point will also apply to the αὐτός at the beginning of v.18.  
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analysis but of poetic imagination, precisely the medium where a quantum leap across disparate 
categories can be achieved by the use of unexpected metaphor, where the juxtaposition of two 
categories from otherwise unrelated fields can bring an unlooked for flash of insight.  In this 
case the language is that of Platonic-Stoic cosmology, the belief that there is a rationality 
(Logos) which pervades the universe and bonds it together (cf. Heb 1:3) and which explains 
both the order and regularity of natural processes and the human power of reasoning resonates 
with this rationality.    348
 It is worth considering what is about to happen in the hymn when thinking about these two 
statements in v.17 and the quantum leap Dunn suggests.  In v.18a, reference will be made to the church.  
The language of cosmology and creation is being used, but the very next statement is going to connect 
these themes with human beings who were alive at the time of this letter.  How is it that that the cosmic 
and the earthly connect?   
 The second statement in v.17b, I think, helps prepare us for the statement about the church in v.
18a and finding the connection between the cosmic and the earthly.  O'Brien says “not only was the 
universe created in the Son as the sphere, by him as the divine agent, and for him as the goal; it was 
also established permanently 'in him' alone, as the second affirmation, 'in him all things are held 
together,' asserts.  He is the sustainer of the universe and the unifying principle of its life.”   If “all 349
things” actually means “all things,” then it cannot simply refer to the cosmic level but should also be 
considered at the human level.  If all things includes the human world, then humans' lives as well as 
their relationship with God are summed up in Christ.  Again, v.17b may be a way of leading into the 
next statement about the church.  The church may be the means by which all things (or at least human 
things) consist in Christ.  We need to consider the meaning of v.18a before we make any conclusions 
about v.17.   
1.18a 
καὶ αὐτός ἐστιν ἡ κεφαλὴ τοῦ σώµατος τῆς ἐκκλησίας 
 We can start by saying something about what this metaphor does not mean.  The head-body 
metaphor does not mean the same thing here as it does elsewhere in the New Testament.  Roose says 
that unlike uses of the head-body metaphor elsewhere, here it does not refer to who has what role in the 
church, but rather it is about how the church relates to Christ.   In other words, instead of making the 350
point that everyone in the church is part of a whole and that everyone needs to work with one another, 
the use of the head-body metaphor here is describing how the church as a whole relates to Christ.  
Christ is the head and the church is the body.   
 Ridderbos says “The basic thought is … the church is the one body in virtue of what Christ has 
accomplished for it and in virtue of its having been comprehended in him when he once suffered and 
died for it.”   It is important not to skim too quickly over what Ridderbos says.  He does not say “the 351
church is one body,” rather, he says “the church is the one body.”  While these sound very similar, the 
first version would be a statement about the internal unity of the church, while the second version is a 
 Dunn (1996b:93-4)348
 O'Brien (1982:47)349
 Roose (2005:118)350
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statement about how the church relates to Christ.   
 Investigating the relationship between the head and the body further, Thompson says that as 
head of the body, Christ is the source of its life, and he has preeminence over it.   O'Brien makes a 352
similar point when he says that in this context, headship refers to Christ's control over his people as 
well as their dependence on him for life and power.   With the head-body metaphor, the hymn drives 353
home the point that was made indirectly in the first strophe.  In v.15-16, when Christ is said to have 
created everything in the cosmos, including all other powers and authorities, it should have been 
understood that one must look to him and can look no further – for there is no one above him.  In case 
someone missed that not-so-subtle point, it is being reiterated here.  Christ is the head, and the church 
is the body.  A body without a head cannot survive.  If you throw Christ out, you cut off your own head, 
because Christ is the source for the church's life and power.   
 There is something else interesting here.  In 1.13-14, the Colossians were told that they had 
been rescued from the domain of darkness and transferred into the kingdom of God's beloved Son, and 
it is in His Son that they have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.  Roose points this out when he says 
that not only does this letter emphasize that the Colossians are part of the church, but it emphasizes that 
there is hostility between the world and God.  As members of the church, the Colossians have been 
removed from that.   It is easy to see how Roose came to that conclusion.  After all, if the Colossians 354
are still living, the kingdom of God's beloved Son must be something in which they can participate 
while still mortal human beings.  And, unless one postulates a preexistence for the Colossians in which 
they were in the domain of darkness, the kingdom of darkness is something in which one can 
participate while still a mortal human being.  The fact that they have been transferred from one to the 
other also means that it is very likely that many other people still are a part of this domain of darkness 
while still on earth.  Because of those things, I think Roose is right when he says that the letter to the 
Colossians emphasizes the hostility between God and the world.   
 To continue with this line of thinking, consider that the Colossians were transferred into the 
kingdom of God's Son, and they are now part of his body, the church.  That would mean that the body 
of people that Christ saves is the church.  Sumney says that “Christ is not just described as the savior in 
general terms.  Rather, by using the language of the church, Christ is made to be the savior of the 
community to which the Colossians belong.”   Like the head-body metaphor, this should make a 355
strong point to the Colossians about their connection with Christ.  If they have an intimate connection 
with the creator of the universe who is responsible for their salvation (as part of the church), what more 
could anyone else offer?  No powers or authorities could give more.  Paul's point is clear – Christ is 
superior to everything/everyone else, and you (Colossians) have a relationship with him.   
 It seems, then, that the church language is meant to strongly connect the Colossians with Christ.  
However, rather than bringing Christ down to the church,  this serves to bring the church up to Christ.  
Dunn says “The assertion of 1:18a does not evacuate the cosmic claims of 1:15-17 of their 
christological significance: to assert that Christ is the head of the church does not narrow his cosmic 
mediatorial role; rather, it expands the significance of the claims made for the church.”   Ridderbos 356
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continues this line of thinking when he says “After describing Christ's cosmic significance, the 
intention of bringing up the church is to make these concepts hit home for the Colossians so they would 
apply them to their lives.”   If the Colossians are brought “up” by the language of the church, and 357
they are meant to apply these teachings to their lives, what does that look like?   
Diagram 
Significance 
 The discussion of Christ as the creator of all things centers on what he did a long time ago.  
That is why we can refer to Christ's creation in the past tense – it is finished.  However, in v.17b, the 
hymn says Christ is the sustainer of the universe.  With that one word, we move into the present tense.  
Christ is responsible for the ongoing activities in the cosmos.  How interesting is it then, than we find 
mention of the church immediately after Christ is said to be the sustainer?  Gabathuler says that Christ 
ruling over the church puts the focus not on a timeless statement of his position in relation to creation 
but puts Christ into history and into this world.   If Gabathuler is right and Christ is put into history 358
and into this world, and his job is to sustain creation, would the church not be a part of that?  After all, 
does not the body do what the head directs it to do?   
 What we see in these verses is not a mere transitional strophe that serves to tie the two main 
strophes together.  Rather, we see a middle strophe, and while it is different in structure from the two 
main ones, nevertheless it has quite a significant point to make.  In between statements about what 
Christ has done to create all things originally and what he has done to renew all things, we find a 
statement about what he is doing now.  And, what we find is a statement that he is working through 
 Ridderbos (1997:387-8)357
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believers - those who are a part of the church.   
 We see here a connecting of two of the main themes of Colossians, the person and work of 
Christ, and (one that Paul has not written much about yet) the Christian life.  The work of Christ on 
earth is accomplished through Christians, which means doing the work of Christ is quite important for 
the Christian life.  What the Christian life looks like will be described later in the letter, but for now we 
can say that doing the work of Christ is very important.  This is why Paul will repeatedly tell the 
Colossians that they they need to remain “in him” (in Christ).  They cannot do the work of Christ if 
they live and act apart from him.   
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9. Christ and Renewed Creation (1.18b-20) 
1.18b 
ὅς ἐστιν ἀρχή πρωτότοκος ἐκ τῶν νεκρῶν ἵνα γένηται ἐν πᾶσιν αὐτὸς πρωτεύων 
 In v.18b, we find the second ὅς ἐστιν that begins the second main strophe of the hymn.  As we 
have discussed, this relative clause with its two predicates about Christ (ἀρχή and πρωτότοκος ἐκ τῶν 
νεκρῶν) represents a main structural element of the hymn.  The first main strophe was about Christ’s 
original creation of all things, and the middle strophe was about Christ’s ongoing activity in the world 
through the church.  In the second main strophe, we should expect themes on no less of a grand scale.  
As one can see from the diagram above, there are many structural questions we need to discuss.  These 
will be addressed individually as we move through the text.   
 According to BAGD, ἀρχή usually means “beginning” or “ruler.”   Looking at the immediate 359
context, there is actually another use of the word in the hymn itself that might help us understand ἀρχή 
further.  In v.16, the plural form, ἀρχαὶ, is used to refer to the rulers over whom Christ is supreme.  
Sumney says “The poem may intend to set Christ above all the beings in v.16 by assigning to him this 
same designation and giving it in the singular.  That is, rather than a plurality of beings in this 
classification, as there is for all those in v.16, Christ is uniquely the Ruler and thus the one to whom all 
the others are subordinate.”   It is unlikely that this use is accidental, especially given the theme of the 360
superiority of Christ that runs throughout the hymn.  As a result, ἀρχή carries at least the overtones of 
Christ's role as the ruler and the authority in contrast with the other (lesser) rulers and authorities.   
 We can say ἀρχή means beginning or ruler, but then one must ask the question “beginning of 
what?” or “ruler of what?”  After all, if Christ is the beginning or ruler, he has to be the beginning or 
ruler of something or someone.  Before we attempt to answer this question, it is helpful to know that 
there is a verse in Genesis that uses both ἀρχή and πρωτότοκος.  “Reuben, you are my firstborn 
[πρωτότοκος]; my might and the beginning [ἀρχή] of my strength, preeminent in dignity and 
preeminent in power.”   Moo thinks that the meaning of “beginning” in Genesis is essentially that of 361
“founder,” and that Reuben was the “founder” of Jacob's children.   If the same meaning were to be 362
applied here, then Christ as ἀρχή means that he is the founder (of something).  Sumney suggests that 
Christ is the founder of a group,  which would fit well with what we have already seen about the 363
usage of ἀρχή.   
 If what Moo and Sumney say is correct, and Christ is the founder of a group, then one must ask, 
what group?  In the hymn, there are only two “groups” mentioned: the rulers and authorities in v.16 and 
the church in v.18.  For two reasons, it seems more likely that the church is in view here.  First, 
structurally, the rulers and authorities have already been related to Christ within the first main strophe 
by means of a statement about Christ as the πρωτότοκος.  The church has been described as the body to 
which Christ is the head, but the statement about the church is rather bald and in need of explanation.  
 BDAG, ἀρχή, 137-8359
 Sumney (2008:72), He goes on to say that this is “a minor point in comparison with the emphasis on Christ as the creator 360
of the new life through the resurrection.”  While this is true, noticing this helps to understand some of the nuance for the 
meaning of this word as well as why the author of the hymn chose it.  
 Gen 49.3, LXX, English translation comes from the NASB.  361
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It seems likely that that explanation was to occur in the second main strophe, which points to the 
church as the group of which Christ is the founder.   
 Second, it is also more reasonable to think that the church is in view for thematic reasons.  
Christ was said to be the “creator” of the rulers and authorities in v.15b-16.  While it is possible that 
this is also the group that Christ “founded,” it would make more sense that the group in view is the one 
that is referred to as Christ’s “body.”  The rulers and authorities might be considered a group (or they 
might not be a group and simply be part of creation), but the church is much more personally related to 
Christ - so much so that they are described as being his body.  It is probably better, therefore, to say that 
Christ was is founder of the church.   
 Even if we say that Christ is the founder of the church, we still have more work to do if we wish 
to understand the two predicates about Christ.  Specifically, we need to ask: “What does it mean to call 
Christ the πρωτότοκος ἐκ τῶν νεκρῶν?”  I am not aware of any commentators who think πρωτότοκος 
ἐκ τῶν νεκρῶν refers to anything other than the resurrection of Jesus.  Indeed, it is hard to see how this 
phrase could refer to anything else - especially considering that v.20 talks about the blood of Christ’s 
cross.  However, even if we are sure that this refers to Christ’s resurrection, we still do not know what 
its use here is.     
 By even looking at the word “resurrection” we are entering into the discussion of the afterlife that had 
been going on for quite some time (and continues still).  Importantly, there is debate over whether the background 
for the usage of “resurrection” in Colossians is more appropriately Jewish or Greek in origin.  We need to look at 
this briefly to understand what is meant when the hymn says πρωτότοκος ἐκ τῶν νεκρῶν.  We are not, however, 
debating whether or not Christ actually did rise from the dead, which is another topic entirely.    364
 The Jewish concept of resurrection we see being debated between Jesus and the Pharisees is often thought 
to have begun during the Babylonian exile with Ezekiel’s vision of the valley of dry bones.  This outlook, Vermes 
says, “developed along two separate paths in the post-exilic period (after 539 BC)”  - the first path through Isaiah 365
and Daniel and the second path through the Wisdom of Solomon and the Greek Apocrypha in the Septuagint.   366
Lapide agrees with Vermes when he says that it is a historical fact that the resurrection of the dead was not 
solidified into a doctrine of Judaism until a relatively late time.   However, he also says that most rabbis claim 367
“that the faith in the resurrection of the dead is much earlier than the Maccabees, that it is as old as Judaism itself.  
In this respect, one midrash asserts that Abraham, when he was about to sacrifice his son Isaac at the command of 
God, did it because ‘He considered that God was able to raise men even from the dead’ (Heb. 11:19).”    368
 The reason why there is disagreement among those who investigate the belief in the resurrection within 
Judaism is partly due to the fact that the ideas of the afterlife developed over time.  Raphael says that in a period of 
three centuries (following the Babylonian exile), three important developments took place in Jewish afterlife 
eschatology.  “First, resurrection transformed the understanding of Sheol into an intermediate realm where the 
righteous await divine redemption at the end-of-days.  Second, the doctrine of resurrection envisioned that the 
result of God’s divine judgement would occur within a postmortem realm.  And finally, with the Book of Daniel, 
divine retribution developed a dualistic aspect to it, teaching that eventually there would be a postmortem judgment 
for both the righteous and the wicked.    369
 The Greek view of the resurrection is quite different.  Cullmann says of ideas in Plato’s Phaedo, “Our 
body is only an outer garment which, as long as we live, prevents our soul from moving freely and from living in 
conformity to its proper eternal essence.  It imposes upon the soul a law which is not appropriate to it.  The soul, 
 If one wishes to look into the historical question of whether Jesus of Nazareth rose from the dead or not, the best place to 364
start (as well as the most comprehensive study) is Licona (2010).  
 Vermes (2008:10)365
 The Jewish path envisaged a bodily resurrection, while the Hellenistic one preferred to think of the soul being liberated 366
from the body.  
 Lapide (1982:54)367
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confined within the body, belongs to the eternal world.  As long as we live, our soul finds itself in a prison, that is, 
in a body essentially alien to it.  Death, in fact, is the great liberator.”    370
 Cullmann continues, saying that “the contrast between the Greek idea of the immortality of the soul and 
the Christian belief in the resurrection is still deeper.  The belief in the resurrection presupposes the Jewish 
connection between death and sin.  Death is not something natural, willed by God, as in the thought of the Greek 
philosophers; it is rather something unnatural, abnormal, opposed to God.  The Genesis narrative teaches us that it 
came into the world only by the sin of man.  Death is a curse, and the whole creation has become involved in the 
curse.  The sin of man has necessitated the whole series of events which the Bible records and which we call the 
story of redemption.  Death can be conquered only to the extent that sin is removed.”    371
 Given the conceptual difference between the Greek and the Jewish view,  it makes better sense to think 372
that when we are looking at resurrection in Colossians, it is the Jewish version that is in view.  Some, like Bedard, 
try to make a case that the Greek version makes a better background for early Christian belief in the resurrection, 
but his ideas are not convincing.   Beyond all this, however, the Greek version of resurrection makes no sense 373
when applied to Colossians - especially the hymn.   
 In looking at the hymn, the Jewish version of resurrection explains πρωτότοκος ἐκ τῶν νεκρῶν better and 
answers the question “Why did Christ have to die?” whereas the Greek version of resurrection does not.  If the 
Greek idea of resurrection were in view in Col 1.18 and the shedding of the body were already inevitable (since 
everyone dies), there was no need for Christ to die, because everyone would eventually die and shed their bodies 
anyway.  They would then be “resurrected” upon death as people always had been without Christ having had to do 
anything.  Furthermore, it makes no sense to call Christ the πρωτότοκος ἐκ τῶν νεκρῶν unless he were the first to 
die and be reborn (which he would not be on the Greek view, but he would be on the Jewish view).  He could only 
be called the firstborn if he were doing something unique when compared to all those who had died before him.  It 
makes better sense, then, to think we are looking at the Christian version of the Jewish idea of resurrection.   
 As we mentioned above, the resurrection from the the dead must have a high degree of 
significance given its central focus in the hymn.  If Christ is said to be responsible for the creation of 
the entire cosmos in the first strophe in a two (main) strophe hymn, then whatever the focus of the 
second strophe is, it must be able to balance the first strophe.  That means that the significance of the 
resurrection is on par with the creation of the cosmos.  Consider Wright:  
Colossians 1.15-20, a spectacular early Christian poem, places Jesus' resurrection (1.18) in 
parallel with the creation of the world (1.15), seeing it as the ground and origin of what the 
creator has now accomplished and is now implementing, namely the reconciliation of all things 
to him.  The very shape of the poem insists that Jesus' resurrection, as a one-off event, is an act 
not of the abolition of the original creation but of its fulfillment: the same Messiah and lord is 
the one through whom all things were made in the first place, the one in whom all things 
 Cullmann (1964:19-20)370
 Cullmann (1964:28)371
 We should note that not all Jews in the 1st century believed in the resurrection.  Vermes (2008:11) confirms what we find 372
in the New Testament when he says that the Pharisees believed in the resurrection while the Sadducees did not.  Lapide 
(1982:57) adds that both the chief Pharisaic schools (those of Hillel and Shammai) believed in the bodily resurrection.  
 Bedard (2008:178) says “What is amazing about this story [Er from Plato’s Republic] is that, with a few modifications, 373
this could be a Jewish apocalyptic revelation worthy of Enoch.  Many of the common themes in Jewish apocalyptic are 
found in this story, including a cosmological survey, development of belief in life after death and the increasing 
significance of the individual in resurrection, judgment and eternal bliss.  Particularly significant is the belief that 
existence as a disembodied soul is only temporary and that the soul must return to some sort of bodily form.”  While 
Bedard thinks that this story could form the background to Christian thought, there are problems with this.  In his 
supposed parallel, even though one returns to a bodily form, that form is not progression on to a glorified state but 
reincarnation to live this life again.  Additionally, while this might occur in a human form, it might also occur in an 
animal form.  Furthermore, one might also note the judgment here is based on simple works rather than on being part of 
the people of God or connection with any Christ-like figure.  Even if it were technically possible for Christian belief in 
the resurrection to have come out of the Greek view, the Jewish view is much closer to the Christian view.  For that and 
other reasons, it seems better to assume a Jewish background to Christian resurrection thought.  
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cohere, and the one in and through whom all things are now brought into a new relationship 
with the creator God and with one another.    374
 The πρωτότοκος language makes it clear that the resurrection of Christ is being intentionally 
placed in parallel with his creation of all things.  One of the most important acts that Christ has done is 
to have made the cosmos, but now we are told that he is re-making it.  Re-creation, however, may not 
be the best term in light of the reconciliation language that we will encounter in v.20.  If the world is 
being reconciled, then it is not being created anew.  Perhaps, renewal of creation would be a better 
term.  As Wright said above, the hymn (and by extension Paul) is making the claim that Christ is 
responsible for all phases of creation - whether original, continued, or renewed.   
 If the author of the hymn simply wanted to say that Christ was raised from the dead, he could 
have just said that.  However, the language of Christ as the “firstborn” makes things interesting, 
because it sounds like if there is a “first-born,” there might also be a “second-born.”  Granted, the 
language of a “first-born” does not necessarily require any others to be born afterwards,  but the 375
natural reaction upon hearing something like this would be to wonder if there were others to be born 
after the first-born.  If (as we saw above) the resurrection being discussed here is mostly in line with the 
Jewish concept of resurrection, then it would not have been something expected to happen to a single 
individual.  Imagery used as the foundation of resurrection theology, like Ezekiel’s valley of dry bones, 
suggested a multitude of people.  Given that Jewish thinking on the resurrection viewed it as an 
eschatological event in which many (if not all) participated,  and that Christ is described here as a 376
founder of a group over whom he is said to be the “firstborn,” it is very likely that what we see here is 
both the resurrection of Christ and the group he is resurrecting with him.   
 Previously, we saw that the group which Christ founded is the church.  If Christ is the founder 
of the church, and those who are a part of the church are the “second-born,” then those who are a part 
of the church will share in Christ's resurrection from the dead.  This statement has enormous 
implications for the mission, purpose, and significance of the church.  When we looked at the middle 
strophe, we saw that the church was the body by which Christ is working within creation now.  He is 
the one who sustains creation, and he is sustaining it through the church.  However, he is also in the 
process of renewing creation - conquering death and reconciling all things to God (as we will see in v.
20).  This, again, is happening through the church.  The church, therefore, is the body in which Christ 
shows what renewed creation looks like as well as the way he is actively going about renewing the rest 
of creation.  Everything we have seen and (especially) will see in Colossians points towards the 
 Wright (2003:239)374
 Though, in that case, other wording could have been used.  Just as Christ might be called “the only begotten son,” here, 375
he could have been called “the only one raised from the dead” or some other such language pointing to his uniqueness 
that doesn’t suggest a second-born.  
 Donelson (1996:27), Dunn (1996b:98), Moo (2008:129), O’Brien (1982:51), and Wright (2003:726-7); Wright 376
(2003:726) says “‘Resurrection’ was a key part of the ‘eschaton;’ if it had happened to one man whom many had 
regarded as Israel’s Messiah, that meant that it had happened, in principle, to Israel as a whole.  The Messiah represented 
Israel, just as David had represented Israel when he faced Goliath.  Jesus had been executed as a messianic pretender, as 
‘king of the Jews,’ and Israel’s god had vindicated him.  This, apparently, was how Israel’s god was fulfilling his 
promises to Israel.  Again and again the early Christians emphasized that Jesus was raised from the dead by god, and by 
‘god’ they meant Israel’s god, YHWH.  They saw the resurrection as a life-giving act of the covenant god, the creator 
who had always had the power to kill and make alive, who indeed was different from the other gods precisely in this 
respect.  The resurrection was the sign to the early Christians that this living god had acted at last in accordance with his 
ancient promise, and had thereby shown himself to be God, the unique creator and sovereign of the world.”  
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Colossians taking revelation and renewal to others, and it is here that we find the theological 
foundation for that task.  Christ died, has been reborn from the dead, and is taking others (the church) 
with him - through death and out the other side.   
 As we have said before and will say again, beliefs have consequences.  For the Colossians, 
believing that God had acted in Christ to raise him from the dead and that one had been raised with him 
had many implications.  In a personal way (the individual being renewed) those were quite good.  
However, insofar as they interacted with others and their beliefs, the resurrection could be problematic.  
Wright says “The resurrection, interpreted in this sense, set the early Christians on a course of 
confrontation, not to say collision, with other Jewish groups of their day, particularly the authorities.  
Any claim that Israel’s god had acted here rather than somewhere else within Judaism (the Temple, for 
example!) and in this way, vindicating a man whose work and teaching had been highly controversial, 
was bound to create a storm, and soon it did.”    377
 I agree with Wright that the resurrection would have and did set early Christians in opposition 
to many other Jews by claiming that their God was working via Christ (and by implication, God was 
not with them).  However, when we add in the rest of the hymn (especially the creation language) and 
consider its whole theology, I think this would have set Christians on a course of confrontation with all 
other religions and not just Judaism.  Not only was Paul claiming by including this hymn that God is 
acting specially in Christ, but he is saying that Christ is the creator of all things in existence, which 
does not leave room for any other gods.  In other words, Paul is making it clear from the start of the 
letter exactly where he and his version of Christianity stand - there is only one God, Christ is His 
image, Christ is responsible for all creation, Christ has conquered death, and if you want to be raised 
from the dead too, then you better be on his side.  So, while many modern people might read through 
this hymn in their Bibles (possibly not even noticing there is a hymn) and think “those are some nice 
words about Christ, whatever they mean,” these are anything but nice words.  This hymn is a line in the 
sand that says “Christianity is the one true religion, and while there may be some truth in the others, the 
only place where full revelation exists and where one can be renewed is in Christ.”   
 At the end of v.18, we find the phrase ἵνα γένηται ἐν πᾶσιν αὐτὸς πρωτεύων.  Up to this point, 
the second main strophe has been parallel with the first.  However, this structure has been broken with 
the introduction of a ἵνα clause for which there is no parallel in the first strophe.   
 MacDonald thinks this is a purpose clause,  and this does seem to be how it is used in the 378
passage.  πρωτότοκος ἐκ τῶν νεκρῶν itself implies says that Christ is “first” in virtue of his rising from 
the dead first, however, it is likely that the ἵνα clause goes beyond this.  This phrase is being used to 
declare that Christ can now be said to be first ἐν πᾶσιν, which probably means that more than just the 
immediate context (2nd strophe) is in view.  Considering that the use of the two πρωτότοκος statements 
feature so prominently in the hymn, it is likely that these statements (and by extension the entire hymn) 
represent the content of Christ’s primacy.   
 The above statement is most probably meant as a summary statement “Christ is first in both 
original creation and the renewal of creation.”  The hymn is not finished, and there are still some quite 
important topics to cover, but the second πρωτότοκος statement has just been made, and the hymn 
writer wants to make clear that nothing is outside of the sphere over which Christ is first.  This 
 Wright (2003:727)377
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statement, the repeated use of τὰ πάντα, and all-encompassing language like ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς καὶ ἐπὶ 
τῆς γῆς are all meant to make clear what this statement summarizes - in all things, Christ is first.   
1.19 
ὅτι ἐν αὐτῷ εὐδόκησεν πᾶν τὸ πλήρωµα κατοικῆσαι  
 The key word in this phrase is πλήρωµα, or fullness.  This “fullness” is said to dwell in Christ, 
and because this phrase starts with a ὅτι, whatever this fullness is, it contributes to the reason that 
Christ can be said to be the beginning and the firstborn from the dead.    379
 According to Moo, the main options for translating this phrase are 1) “all the fullness was 
pleased to dwell...,” and 2) “God was pleased that all his fullness should dwell...”   As is immediately 380
clear, the issue surrounding the translation of this phrase is whether the fullness is God's fullness or not.  
Moo continues:  
In favor of the former rendering is: (1) the fact that we do not need to supply a subject (the 
alleged subject, 'God,' last occurs in v.15 and then not as a subject); and (2) 'fullness' is clearly 
the subject of the verb 'dwell' in the parallel passage in 2:9.  In favor of the latter rendering is : 
(1) the masculine form of the participle 'making peace,' which would normally echo the form of 
the subject of the main verb ('God' being masculine); (2) the awkwardness of the combination 
of 'all the fullness was pleased … to reconcile.' However, both these latter problems are 
considerably alleviated if we take 'all the fullness' to mean, as we probably should, 'God in all 
his fullness.'    381
In order to consider what “fullness” means in Colossians, it will be helpful to consider the parallel 
passage in 2.9.  Bruce says,  
Before which of the two constructions can be considered the more probable, the meaning of 
πλήρωµα in this sentence must be examined and determined.  So far as Paul's intention is 
concerned, its sense is scarcely in doubt; it is repeated more fully in Colossians 2:9: 'It is in Him 
[i.e., Christ] that all the fullness of deity dwells in bodily form.'  If, then, Colossians 1:19 is 
construed to mean that 'in Him all the fullness of deity was well pleased to take up 
residence' (the double aorist, εὐδόκησεν and κατοικῆσαι perhaps pointing to the time of His 
resurrection or exaltation), this is tantamount to saying that God Himself, in all His fullness, 
was pleased to dwell in Him.  No substantial difference exists, then, in meaning between the 
two constructions.    382
 Moo said above that support for “fullness” as the subject of εὐδόκησεν could be found in the 
parallel passage in 2.9.  While he is right that “fullness” is the subject in 2.9, he overlooks the fact that 
fullness is further described with the words “of deity.”  In other words, it is God's fullness that we are 
talking about when we say “fullness.”   
 Along with this, there is another point that we should consider.  Bruce says that 2.9 helps to 
 Remember, we are considering these two predicates as a unit, so we do not need to decide which the ὅτι modifies more.  379
While the two predicates do have somewhat separate meanings (“beginning/founder [of a people]” and “firstborn [of 
many] from the dead,” they make more sense together.  By rising from the dead and bringing others with him, Christ 
began a new group of people, the church.  
 Moo (2008:131)380
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explain the meaning of 1.19.  If we were looking for an original hymn before it was redacted, this may 
or may not be the case.  However, since we are looking for the meaning of the hymn and the letter as it 
currently stands, 2.9 is very important.  We want to know what Paul thinks, and since he explains 1.19 
in more detail in 2.9, then we have a pretty good idea (on the basis of 2.9) of what he thinks 1.19 does 
or should mean: “God Himself, in all His fullness, was pleased to dwell in Him.”    383
 So, on the basis of comparison with 2.9, 1.19 makes better sense if we take it to mean “God in 
all His fullness …”  But, what about the connection of πλήρωµα with εὐδόκησεν?  Could this point in 
another direction?  An important question we need to ask is “how is it that an impersonal thing (such as 
fullness would be if it were not God's fullness) can be pleased?”  “Fullness” must either be personal or 
impersonal.  If one wishes to say that “fullness” were personal, then we need to ask “what sort of being 
is fullness?” or “what kind of feelings or thoughts does fullness have?”  If we consider fullness to be 
personal, then it must be capable of having thoughts or feelings, not only because this is required for 
something to be personal, but (according to the passage), fullness must have the ability to be “pleased.”  
On the other hand, if πλήρωµα refers to “God in His fullness,” then those problems go away, because 
God is a personal being and capable of being pleased.  Rather than implying a new personal entity/
being called “fullness” (which would be a serious move away from the theology of the rest of the 
letter), it seems simpler to understand πλήρωµα as referring to God in His fullness.  That means that 
both the comparison with 2.9 and the connection of πλήρωµα with εὐδόκησεν point in the same 
direction, and we have good reason to think that this is the correct interpretation.   
 It is worth noting that proposing God as the subject here does not stretch the meaning of 
εὐδόκησεν.  Dunn says that “the verb 'pleased' is regularly used in the LXX with God as the subject to 
describe his good pleasure.”   Furthermore, we no longer have to choose between Moo's two options, 384
because “All the fullness [of God] was pleased to dwell...,” and “God was pleased that all his fullness 
should dwell...” are really the same thing.  Moo even says the same thing himself, “However, both 
these latter problems are considerably alleviated if we take ‘all the fullness’ to mean, as we probably 
should, ‘God in all his fullness.’"    385
 Before moving forward, we need to pause for a moment and address the topic of Gnosticism.  There has 
been a lot of speculation about whether the use of the word πλήρωµα means that there was an early form of 
Gnosticism at Colossae that Paul was countering.  This is because, as Wilson says, “The word πλήρωµα is a 
technical term, particularly in Valentinianism, for the totality of the intermediary powers or emanations produced 
by the supreme transcendent being, or for the region which they inhabit.”   However, he is quick to add “...but 386
that does not mean that it has to be understood in a Gnostic sense here.”   Bruce agrees with Wilson and says that 387
“No doubt the word πλήρωµα had a special sense (or senses) in Gnostic terminology, but it does not follow that the 
present occurrence originally bore that special sense (or senses).”    388
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 Bruce (1984b:108).  He continues “The word is used by Paul and other New Testament writers in a variety of senses.  388
Conceivably it may have been used in a technical sense by the false teachers at Colossae, and there may be some 
allusion to that technical sense here, but nothing can be established as a matter of fact on the bare ground of its being 
conceivable.”  To that point, there are other uses for the word πλήρωµα.  For example, in classical Greek, Wilson 
(2005:152) says it “can be used of the complement of a ship, its crew or its cargo.”  Given that there are other options for 
what the word might mean (including the normal sense of the word fullness), it seems premature to jump to the 
conclusion that it must have a Gnostic origin without additional data.  
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 Besides the lack of requirement that πλήρωµα must refer to Gnostic thought, there are good reasons to 
think that it does not imply Gnosticism here.  Hay says that “Unlike later Gnosticism, the hymn makes no 
distinction between God and the 'fullness,' nor does it suggest that in his life on earth Jesus departed from the 
divine 'fullness' or 'emptied' himself of it.  Christ is distinguished from God as 'image,' but he is not represented as 
an inferior; on the contrary, all the plenitude of divine being dwells in him.”   If the later Gnostics thought of the 389
fullness as separate from God (as Hay says), then this cannot be the same fullness that is being used here.  
Furthermore, in v.2.9, Paul speaks again of this πλήρωµα, and says that it is τῆς θεότητος, which rules out that this 
was a separate fullness and not the fullness of God.  Therefore, in the hymn (as well as the rest of the letter), there 
is no indication that the fullness is separate from God.  Indeed, as we saw earlier, it is most likely that the fullness 
that is described here is God's fullness, which would point away from Gnosticism.   
 Finally, if Colossians is considered by many to be either the last of Paul's letters or the first of the non-
Pauline letters, the date at which this letter would have been written is likely too early to have been addressing the 
problem of Gnosticism.  Donelson says “The notion of God's fullness will become famous in Christian Gnostic 
circles.  But the peculiar problems involved in Gnostic speculations probably have not yet emerged.  Instead, the 
author is addressing again the whole question of the sufficiency of Jesus.  Does Christ possess in himself adequate 
power against all the forces in the world?  Should we add other allegiances to our allegiance to Christ?”   If one 390
looks at the hymn and its context, Donelson's point makes sense.  The hymn does not address questions of a 
fullness that is separate from God or other Gnostic issues.  Rather, the focus is (as Donelson says) on the 
supremacy and sufficiency of Christ.  He is shown to be preeminent in all things (v.18) and the hymn is directed at 
this point.  πλήρωµα might have a polemical thrust,  but if it does, it is only incidental.  The focus is on who 391
Christ is, what he has done, and what the relationship of the Colossians is to him.   
 Because of the wording of 1.19 (the fullness “was pleased” “to dwell”), many see a parallel 
with Psalm 68:16 (LXX 67:17).   “Why do you look with hatred, O many-peaked mountain, at the 392
mount that God desired for his abode, yes, where the Lord will dwell forever?”   Verses like Jer 23.24 393
point to God filling the whole earth, but He was present in the Temple in a special way, and in Judaism, 
this was the primary place where one met God.  Coloe says the following:  
Judaism had once looked to the Ark, the Tabernacle, and especially the Temple as the visible 
point of contact between God and humanity.  Through the processes of their history, especially 
with the loss of the Solomonic Temple, Israel moved away from emphasizing the cultic 
presence of God, towards a more personal and covenant-based presence of God’s Spirit placed 
within (Ezek 36:26; 37:12).  In the later Wisdom tradition, God’s presence in Israel was 
personified in Lady Wisdom and embodied in the Torah.  Sinai and Wisdom traditions came 
together in a reformulation of Israel’s claim to possess divine revelation.    394
 Coloe speaks of a continuing belief in Judaism of the presence of God in some way.  The 
primary thought seems to have been of God dwelling in the Temple, though after its destruction, Jewish 
thinkers proposed other modes of God’s presence, such as the presence of His Wisdom.  Given that 
Wisdom thought forms much of the background for this hymn, it should not be surprising that we find 
God’s presence featuring prominently.  What is surprising, and what goes beyond anything we have 
seen so far about Wisdom, is that God’s presence is being described here as dwelling not in a place but 
in a person.  The implication of this is that the fullness of God dwelling in Christ means that he is 
 Hay (2000:62), also Melick (1991:223).  Melick says that “In Gnostic schemes, in general, the term 'fullness' (πλήρωµα) 389
referred to the totality of the emanations from God.  The emanations, or 'aeons,' were spiritual and separate from the 
material world.  Although these emanations came from God, they were not considered part of God.”  
 Donelson (1996:28)390
 Moo (2008:132)391
 Hay (2000:62), Heil (2010:72), MacDonald (2008:63), and Moo (2008:133), for example392
 ESV, italics added393
 Coloe (2001:214)394
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fulfilling the role of the Temple.    395
 What is important about the Temple is that it was the place where God dwelled and where one 
met God.  If the claim is as 1.19 says that the fullness of God dwells in Christ, then the same can now 
be said of Jesus - this is where one meets God.   Even though Jews and early Christians would have 396
said that God was present in all places, nevertheless they would have said that He was present in a 
special way in the Temple.  Here, the hymn is saying that that special presence was (and 2.9 will say 
“is”) Christ, which means the hymn is saying that Christ is the new Temple.  Even beyond this, we 
could say that one needs to meet God here.  If God has chosen to dwell in a special place, one must 
think that this is where He wants humans to meet Him.   
 What, then, does it mean for God's fullness to be pleased to dwell in Christ, and why is this 
important?  In order to understand v.19, it needs to be considered in conjunction with v.18.  The two 
verses together consist of three basic parts.  1) ὅς ἐστιν …, 2) ἵνα …, and 3) ὅτι …  In other words, 
when one looks at v.18-19, he finds 1) a statement about who Christ is (with two predicates), 2) an 
explanation of the purpose for which Christ is these things, and 3) a statement about how these things 
came to be.   Christ is the beginning and firstborn from the dead (#1) so that he might be preeminent 397
in all things (#2, when combined with the content from the first strophe).   The significance of v.19, 398
then, is that it gives the means by which his preeminence in the renewal of creation was accomplished 
(#3).  The fullness of God being pleased to dwell in Christ enabled him to become the founder of a new 
people, the church, in whom renewal has begun and through whom it is spread.   
 V.19 speaks of the indwelling of God’s fullness in Christ, but we should note that it is situated 
between a reference to his resurrection (v.18, firstborn from the dead) and the reference to his death on 
a cross in v.20.  Dunn says “We have to acknowledge a deliberate attempt to explain Christ's present 
preeminence as the result, not of his primordial role in the figure of Wisdom, but in his role as depicted 
 Klawans (2006:112) “Just as God dwells in the heavenly sanctuary, so too some divine being - some aspect of God - is 395
understood to dwell in the heavenly temple’s earthly analogue.  It would appear then that an important prerequisite to the 
idea of the earthly temple corresponding to a heavenly one is a developed theology of divine emanation: while God 
dwells in the heavenly temple, the earthly temple is the residence of a divine emanation, be it God’s ‘presence,’ ‘name,’ 
or Logos.”  With the theology of the hymn drawing heavily on Wisdom thought, we have such a theology of divine 
emanation.  
 One of the main centers of such discussion is the Fourth Gospel.  Coloe (2001:214) and Kerr (2002:82), for example, 396
argue that the Fourth Gospel presents Jesus as the replacement for the Temple.  However, not all discussion on this topic 
is centered there.  Beale (2004:267) says “Colossians 1:19 refers to Christ as the end-time temple.  Paul applies the 
psalmist’s reference to God dwelling in Israel’s temple [Ps 67(58):16-17) (LXX)] to God now dwelling in his son, 
apparently as the expression of the latter-day temple in which God’s presence fully resides.”  Sanders (1985:77) believes 
that “Jesus’ demonstrative action in the temple and his saying against the temple (whether a prediction or a threat)” is 
representative of his eschatological expectation that the kingdom was at hand and the old temple was to be replaced by a 
new one.  If Sanders is right and a new Temple was part of an eschatological expectation (see also Beale (2004:226)), 
then one is not limited to either the Fourth Gospel or even statements like Col 1.19, and many eschatological texts 
become relevant.  Simply by the fact that the Temple is where one encounters God in a special way, the Colossian hymn 
is presenting Christ as the Temple.  If someone wishes to suggest that this is not the case, there is no need to argue the 
point, because Temple language does not feature in Colossians.  However, given Judaism’s long history of viewing God 
as dwelling in the Temple and the statement here that God’s fullness was pleased to dwell in Christ, I think there is no 
better way to say it than that the hymn is describing Christ as the Temple.  
 Sumney (2008:74) makes essentially the same basic point, though he does not go into detail.  Dunn (1996b:99) makes 397
the point listed in #3 by saying that the resurrection preeminence (1:18b) is explained by a previous divine act.  
 The point was made earlier that by being first in these things plus being first in creation, Christ has now become first in 398
all things.  We should remember that this was an insertion into the structure of the hymn much like parentheses are used 
today.  This statement sums up Christ’s role in all creation, but the ὅτι clause that follows does not include this 
statement.  
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more by the Synoptic tradition.  What was it, then, about Jesus' ministry in Galilee and Jerusalem that, 
in addition to his resurrection could explain the high praise now offered to him?  The answer lies in the 
the key word πλήρωµα.”    399
 What is most interesting is that both times the hymn makes a pronouncement about the identity 
of Christ, we find a statement relating him back to God.  There is no genealogy or title given but rather 
one finds statements that he is the image of the invisible God and that God in all His fullness was 
pleased to dwell in him.  Given these, it is clear that the author of this hymn has stepped into 
Incarnational theology of some sort.  Whether or not he had in mind the idea of “two natures in one 
person” that would be proposed later in church history, nevertheless, he still places Christ beyond the 
realm of man or angels and into the realm of God.  Yet, at the same time, the hymn describes this “God-
man” as the first century Jew that walked in Palestine and died on the cross (with a subsequent 
resurrection).  So, what can we make from this?   
 We have talked previously about the themes of revelation and renewal.  Here, with the language 
of Christ as the new Temple, we see a focus on revelation.  Knowledge about God must come on God’s 
terms, because a transcendent God cannot simply be approached and studied (otherwise that God 
would not be transcendent).  That God must choose to reveal Himself to man, and Christianity believes 
that God has done just that.  In the time of Solomon’s Temple, the place of meeting was the Temple.  
Now, God has chosen to reveal Himself not in an inanimate object located in a physical place, but as a 
man who is His image (1.15).   
 With the inclusion of language in the hymn about the life and ministry of Jesus, the author of 
the hymn (as well as Paul, because he included the hymn) is making the claim that the place God has 
chosen to reveal Himself was in Jesus of Nazareth.  On this view, if one wishes to meet God, he needs 
to look to Jesus and not some building.  As we move through the letter, Paul will regularly speak of the 
importance of being “in Christ.”  If the way God has chosen to reveal Himself is in Christ, then 
revelation at least (not to mention renewal) must be centered around one’s connection with Christ.   
1.20 
καὶ δι’ αὐτοῦ ἀποκαταλλάξαι τὰ πάντα εἰς αὐτόν εἰρηνοποιήσας διὰ τοῦ αἵµατος τοῦ σταυροῦ αὐτοῦ δι’ 
αὐτοῦ εἴτε τὰ ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς εἴτε τὰ ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς 
 As we begin the investigation of v.20, we should be aware that the material we are covering 
here is still governed by what has come before it.  Dettwiler says “Die aoristischen Infinitive 
κατοικῆσαι (v.19) und ἀποκαταλλάξαι (v.20a) hängen beide von εὐδόκησεν ab und stehen parallel 
zueinander.”   If these two infinitives are parallel to one another, then Bruce is undoubtedly right 400
when he says that the good pleasure still applies here.   That would mean, then, that the basic 401
structure should read “the fullness [of God] was pleased to dwell … and to reconcile.”  Therefore, 
when we consider the reconciliation of v.20, we should keep in mind that this was the second action 
that the fullness of God was pleased to carry out “in him.”   
 However, we should not stop our consideration of the structure here.  Dunn says, “The clause is 
 Dunn (1996b:99), I disagree with Dunn when he says that Christ’s role in creation is not in view.  As we saw above, the 399
fact that Christ was said to be first ἐν πᾶσιν makes it unlikely that the reference here is to just v.18 and more likely that 
his role in both original creation and the renewal of creation are included in the ἵνα statement.  
 Dettwiler (2002:88), also Hay (2000:62) and Moo (2008:133)400
 Bruce (1984d:74)401
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still governed by the ὅτι at the beginning of 1:19; that is, 1:20 continues the explanation of why the 
risen Christ is preeminent in all things (1:18).”   I certainly agree with Dunn that the clause is still 402
governed by the ὅτι at the beginning of 1:19, however, 1.20 does not explain why Christ is preeminent 
in all things; it explains why he is the firstborn from the dead.  We need to ask, then, whether v.19 and 
v.20 modify Christ's role as firstborn, his preeminence, or both.   
 If these two verses about the fullness dwelling in Christ and reconciling all things through him 
were to explain why he is preeminent (as Dunn suggests), they would have to modify the ἵνα clause in 
v.18.  I think they certainly add something to the statement of Christ's preeminence but only indirectly 
through πρωτότοκος.  The ἵνα clause gives the end result of the propositions made about Christ in v.18 
“who is the beginning and firstborn from the dead, in order that …”   If these verses modify the ἵνα 
clause, then the fullness dwelling in him and reconciling all things through him would be the cause of 
his preeminence.   There are two problems with this.   403
 First, there would be no explanation for why Christ should be considered the beginning and 
firstborn from the dead.  In the first strophe, there were reasons given (v.16) for why one should think 
of Christ as the firstborn of all creation.  If v.19-20 modify the  ἵνα clause, not only do we lose parallel 
structure but we also lose any reason to think that Christ is actually the firstborn from the dead.  
Second, if v.19-20 explain why he is preeminent in all things, they would have to account for original 
creation as well.  Christ's preeminence includes not just the renewal of creation but the original creation 
too – it includes the material in both strophes.  That means that the fullness of God dwelling in Christ 
and reconciling all things through him would somehow have to explain his role in original creation, 
which doesn't seem likely.   
 However, if we take v.19-20 as modifying the two propositions in v.18, everything makes more 
sense.  The reason that Christ is the beginner of a new humanity and the firstborn from the dead is that 
the fullness decided to dwell in him and reconcile all things through him.  After all, would not 
reconciliation to God be a prior condition of being the originator of a new humanity?  If a new 
humanity were created that were not identified into the resurrection from the dead and reconciled to 
God, how would it be any different from the old humanity?  It makes better theological sense to think 
that v.19-20 modify the two propositions made about Christ in v.18.  He is the beginning and the 
firstborn from the dead because the fullness was pleased to dwell in him and to reconcile all things 
through him in order that he might be preeminent in all things.  Christ’s preeminence is best thought of 
as a parenthesis (temporarily suspending the structure of the hymn) in order to make the point that his 
preeminence (as explained through the two πρωτότοκος statements) covers all things.   
 Before we move on to the content, there are two final structural features we should notice.  The 
first is the parallel use of prepositional phrases in the first and second strophes.  In the first strophe, all 
things were created ἐν αὐτῷ, δι’ αὐτοῦ, καὶ εἰς αὐτὸν.  Here in the second strophe, the fullness was 
pleased to dwell ἐν αὐτῷ and all things were reconciled δι’ αὐτοῦ and εἰς αὐτόν.  In both strophes, these 
prepositional phrases are meant to emphasize that in all ways all things exist in relation to Christ.  The 
second structure is related to the first.  Through the continued use of τὰ πάντα as well as εἴτε τὰ ἐπὶ τῆς 
 Dunn (1996b:102), also Harris (1991:46)402
 Additionally, there would be no explanation given for why Christ should be considered the beginning and firstborn from 403
the dead.  In the first strophe, there were reasons given (v.16ff) for why one should think of Christ in those terms.  If v.
19-20 modified the ἵνα clause in v.18, there would then be no reasons given for why one should think the two 
propositions made about Christ in v.18 would be true.  
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γῆς εἴτε τὰ ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς, the hymn is making redundantly clear (via an additional method) that all 
things exist in relation to Christ.   
 If we think about it, the hymn could have been shorter if the hymn writer simply wanted to 
communicate content.  However, with the addition of the above features, the ἵνα clause, as well as 
additional features in both strophes, the hymn grows larger.  But all of that additional material exists to 
add emphasis and make the unmistakeable (and quite forceful) point that Christ really is supreme and 
nothing and no one (other than the Father) stands above or beside him.  Since the author of the hymn, 
and by extension Paul (if Paul is not the author of the hymn), did not want us to miss that point, we 
should make sure not to miss it.   
 Before concluding our look at v.20 and the hymn as a whole, we need to look at reconciliation.  
In looking at reconciliation, it is worth mentioning that something seems to be missing.  How is it that 
in the first strophe Christ created all things (presumably in harmony) and they are now in need of 
reconciliation?  What happened in the intervening time?  The common thought is that between these 
two times there occurred a state of estrangement or disharmony (often referred to as the “Fall”) that 
necessitated reconciliation.   We cannot go into too much detail about this, because no details are 404
given.  However, we can say that the end result was that at some point all things went from existing in a 
single sphere (Christ’s sphere) to two spheres - “the domain of darkness” and “the kingdom of His 
beloved son” (1.13).  “Reconciliation” is the divine response to this separation and hostility.   
 So, what is reconciliation?  It seems that the text addresses that question with the words that 
follow, “having made peace through the blood of his cross.”   Martin says this:  405
By connecting reconciliation to the death of Christ on the cross, Paul expresses a fuller 
understanding of it as a soteriological reality.  By doing this, he can insist that redemption 
comes, not by knowing cosmic secrets, but by the forgiveness of sins (1.14).  That forgiveness, 
made possible by the costly death of Jesus as an historical event, is mediated to men and women 
who are consciously committed to the lordship of Jesus Christ not as a statement about his 
control of the cosmos but as a personal confession of their being in his kingdom and under his 
 Dunn (1996b:102), Hay (2000:63), House (1994:326), Moo (2008:133) , O’Brien (1982:53), and Wright (1986:76), for 404
example, think that such a state of estrangement occurred.  It is important to point out, that everything about a “Fall” in 
Colossians is implied.  There is no explanation of such a theological concept in the letter.  Such a concept does, however, 
seem to be necessary for both the hymn and the letter to be logically coherent.  After all, if Christ is responsible for 
creating everything and then later on it needs to be reconciled, then we really only have two options.  Option 1 - Christ 
created the cosmos in a state of disharmony from which it needed to be reconciled.  Or, Option 2 - Christ created the 
cosmos in a state of harmony, at some point disharmony entered the cosmos, and then reconciliation was needed in order 
to restore the original harmony.  While Option 1 is possible, it does seem to go against the spirit of the letter 
(consideration of any specific verses aside).  The way Christ is spoken of in the letter does not make him out to be the 
sort of creator who would create disharmony.  Obviously, whether Christ actually is the sort of creator who would create 
disharmony or not is another question, but it does not seem like the letter points in that direction.  It seems, then, that 
Option 2 is the better choice, which means that at some point after original creation, all or part of creation took a step 
down - from perfection to non-perfection (assuming, among other things, that harmony is better than disharmony).  
Historically, this change in the state of the cosmos has been referred to as the “Fall.”  How much thoughts on the Fall 
that become more widespread later were present in either Paul’s or Timothy’s mind at the writing of Colossians is not 
something the text will answer.  However, I can think of no better term to use for this intermediate change in the cosmos’ 
state of affairs between a perfect and complete creation (which the text seems to imply) and one which is less than that, 
because whatever the original creation was, the one the latter part of the hymn speaks of (a creation which needs 
reconciliation) seems to be less.  And if one state of affairs has dropped down a level from one previous to it, “Fall” 
seems like at least a decent way of describing it.  So, I will continue to use the word “Fall” for this change in the 
cosmos’ state of affairs, but the reader should know that this in no way is intended to assume any later theological ideas.  
 O’Brien (1982:56), Sumney (2008:76-7), and Wall (1993:77)405
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rule (1.13).    406
 Martin may or may not be right that knowing cosmic secrets was the alternative to redemption 
through the forgiveness of sins.   However, if one takes this point more generally, that redemption 407
comes through forgiveness of sins rather than through any other means, then I think Martin is correct.  
The passage itself bears out that this redemption was accomplished through Christ's work on the cross - 
specifically, “the blood of his cross.”   It is here, in the death of Jesus, that the change of relationship 408
with God takes place.    409
 Delving further into the meaning of reconciliation, Thompson says that this language “comes 
not from the sacrificial cult but from the discourse of political negotiation.  Parties engaged in hostile 
conflict have been reconciled to each other.”   It is possible that two hostile parties might become 410
reconciled to each other willingly, but it did not necessarily have to be that way.  In the political world 
of the 1st century, “having made peace” might more readily be understood as the “cessation of war.”   411
Sumney says that “Rome claims to bring peace to the world, yet does so through the defeat of 
others.”   In other words, Rome defeated all her enemies, and when the war was over and they were 412
victorious, they declared peace.   
 What we have, then, are two different options for peace-making.  Peace can occur where both 
parties are willing, or it can occur where the stronger party decides to make peace and the weaker party 
has no choice.  Looking forward to 1.21-23, the Colossians can be said to have made peace willingly 
(the exhortations in the letter are for them to remain on that path).  However, given that there is a 
domain of darkness, we can assume that not all parties are interested in peace.  That means that because 
1.20 says that all things have been reconciled, it is likely that those in the domain of darkness have 
been reconciled in an unwilling manner.   
 The reconciliation of all things does not imply, however, a universal salvation.  Besides the fact 
that this idea clearly goes beyond the intention of the text,  to say that universal salvation is meant 413
here would be to render other parts of the letter unintelligible.  What, for example, could it mean for 
Paul to continually tell the Colossians to remain “in Christ?”  If all will be saved anyway, why would 
they need to do that?  What could it mean to tell the Colossians to seek the things above (3.1-4) if they 
will share in those things whether they follow Christ or not?  What would be the purpose of the 
polemic against the alternate philosophy, if all roads lead to God?  Reconciliation of all things must 
 Martin (1974b:113)406
 We saw earlier that the Gnostic influence in this passage is probably not as large as was once thought.  However, were 407
the alternative philosophy based on Jewish mysticism and heavenly visions, Martin’s “cosmic secrets” might still not be 
far off.  Either way, we cannot be entirely certain what the philosophy was, since it is not specifically named, but we will 
investigate it further when we look at chapter 2.  
 The fact that the peace was accomplished “through the blood of his cross” anchors the cosmic language that has been 408
used to describe Christ through the course of the hymn to actual historical events.  Apologetically this is significant.  
Paul is basing Christianity on actual historical events, which means that Christianity’s claims are at least somewhat 
testable (at least to the extent that they can be historically confirmed or rejected).  
 Sumney (2008:78)409
 Thompson (2005:33)410
 Dunn (1996b:103)411
 Sumney (2008:77)412
 Bruce (1984e:75) says “To deduce from such words as these that every last man or woman, irrespective or moral record 413
or attitude to God, will at last enjoy eternal bliss would be putting on them a burden of meaning heavier than they can 
bear.”  O’Brien (1982:57) calls this an “unwarranted assumption.”    
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mean something other than a universal salvation.   
 Dunn says “What is being claimed is quite simply and profoundly that the divine purpose in the 
act of reconciliation and peacemaking was to restore the harmony of the original creation, to bring into 
renewed oneness and wholeness ‘all things,’ ‘whether things on the earth or things in the heavens.’”   414
In the beginning, all things were created in, though, and for Christ, and all things were in harmony and 
existed in the sphere of Christ.  At some point,  the cosmos was thrown into disharmony.  Two 415
spheres now existed - the kingdom of God’s beloved Son and the domain of darkness.  Through his 
death on the cross, Christ has decisively acted to bring all things back into his sphere and renew 
creation.  Humans have a choice about the manner in which they return to the sphere of Christ.   They 416
can either participate willingly as part of the Church or they can choose the option above - the 
unwilling submission as a defeated foe.  From the exhortations in the letter, it would appear that 
humans have a choice which option they prefer, but Paul clearly thinks one is better than the other.   
 Reconciliation, then, is the return of the entire cosmos to the sphere of Christ.   While closely 417
related to the theme of renewal, it is not the same thing.  Since the sphere that needs to be reconciled is 
that of the domain of darkness, and we do not see universal salvation in Colossians, we cannot arrive at 
the conclusion that all things will be renewed.  All things will be reconciled, but as we saw above, 
reconciliation and making peace can happen even if the other party does not want peace.  Renewal (of 
man) is something that happens to those humans who are a part of the Church.  Those who are not a 
part of the Church will be reconciled, but they will not be renewed.   
 Dunn (1996b:104)414
 The hymn does not specify when this was, though other Judeo-Christian literature suggests it was when man fell in the 415
Garden of Eden and/or a previous angelic fall.  
 Creation will (presumably) be renewed either way, since it is never spoken of as either being personal or having a choice.  416
The powers and authorities (if they are angelic beings and some have fallen) may or may not be renewed because they 
may or may not have a choice to willingly be reconciled like humans do.  We are simply not told.  We need to also 
remember that we are looking at a partially-realized eschatology.  That means that with the death and resurrection of 
Christ, the end has now become certain, and so it is possible to speak of things as completed even though they have not 
yet occurred.  All things will be reconciled in the future, but that has not actually happened yet. 
 There is debate on whether the reconciliation is to God or to Christ.  In favor of “to God,” Moo (2008:132) cites unusual 417
language and the focus of the hymn itself.  Sumney (2008:133-4) suggests that because the prepositional phrase 
“through him” comes before the infinitive “to reconcile” it is emphatic and the emphasis therefore remains on Christ as 
the agent.  However, I want to ask the question “Does it matter?”  If Christ is God’s agent for both the creation and 
reconciliation of all things, would not everything then be reconciled (at least indirectly) to God just as it was created (at 
least indirectly) to God?  Either everything is reconciled to God through Christ (as His agent), or everything is 
reconciled to Christ (who is the agent of God).  Both of these say essentially the same thing.  If, however, we think of 
reconciliation as the return of all things to their original intended order, the question of whether all things are reconciled 
to God or to Christ changes.  All things will return to the sphere of Christ, and there will no longer be a sphere of 
darkness whose members are hostile to God and Christ.  So, instead of asking “Are all things reconciled to God or to 
Christ?” we might ask “In the beginning, were all things created in relation to God or to Christ?”  This question does not 
entirely make sense, because all things were created in relation to both (though in different ways, because of Christ’s 
relationship to God).  To ask whether all things are reconciled to God or to Christ is really to ask a Trinitarian question.  
What I think is more useful to say (as well as what the text is intending) is that the reconciliation of all things means the 
returning of the cosmos and everything in it to its intended order (though because some choose not to return and be 
renewed, this order will be a little different than the original one).  
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Diagram 
 Having finished the hymn, here is the full diagram: 
Significance 
 In this section, we saw two important terms that are similar (reconciliation and renewal), yet 
because of their differences, carry with them an important theological point.  Reconciliation speaks to 
the proper re-ordering of the cosmos.  Renewal includes reconciliation, but for the people who are 
renewed, it goes beyond merely returning to their place in the cosmic order.  Reconciliation is 
unavoidable; renewal comes only for those who are part of Christ’s body, the Church.    418
 Again, we are speaking only of the human dimension here.  We are not told in Colossians whether there might be 418
renewal for fallen angelic beings or not.  
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 One of the hallmarks of the Fall is that man placed himself above God (man first, God 
second).   When all things are reconciled, the proper order will be restored (God first, man second).  419
However, as we will see later in Colossians, those humans who voluntarily return to the proper order 
will be restored to a right relationship with God (2.11-15) and be renewed in the image of their creator 
(3.9-10).  Renewal means being restored to what a human was meant to be.  This is something that only 
happens and can only happen in Christ.  Those outside Christ will be (unwillingly) reconciled (returned 
to their place in the proper order of the cosmos), but they will not be renewed in the image of their 
creator.   
 We see in the second main strophe of the hymn why this is the case.  To begin with, Christ is the 
new Temple - the place where God has chosen to meet man.  Certainly, one can see God elsewhere, and 
nowhere in Colossians does it say that there is not some truth in other religions or philosophies.   420
What it does repeatedly say, however, is that the fullness is in Christ - one can only see God fully by 
looking at Christ.  That means that for a full revelation (lacking nothing) one must look to the one who 
is the image of the invisible God (1.15) and the one in whom the fullness dwells (1.19).   
 Beyond this, because Christ is the firstborn from the dead, he is the only one capable of actually 
renewing man.  All men are headed toward death, and there is nothing they can do to stop it.  However, 
even Christ is not going to change this, what he does do for those who are in him is to take them 
through death and out the other side.  As the one who went though death himself (on a cross) and rose 
to new life, he is offering to take others with him.  Since he is the only one who has done this, there are 
no other offers on the table.  If one wants to overcome death, he must be “in Christ” and become part of 
his body, the Church.   
 As we saw in the last section (1.17-18a), part of being the Church meant taking the revelation 
and renewal that one has received and sharing it with others.  The Church is Christ’s body and his 
representative on earth; its members are to reveal God to the world and to spread renewal.  But what 
does this mean?  Wright says “The logic of this message requires that those who announce it should be 
seeking to bring Christ’s Lordship to bear on every area of human and world existence.  Christians 
must work to help create conditions in which human beings, and the whole created world, can live as 
God always intended.”   I agree with the second statement about creating conditions to live as God 421
intended, but I think Wright’s first statement is wrong.   
 Christ is the head of the body, the Church.  His Lordship is for Christians.  The goal of the 
church should be (in part) to bring revelation to all people so that the world may know that Christ is 
Lord.  However, given the unrealized eschatology we find in Colossians, during this life people still 
have the choice whether they want to follow Christ or not.  As such, Christ’s Lordship should not be 
brought to bear “on every area of human and world existence.”  The Colossian Christians should work 
 Whether this is what caused the Fall or happened as a result of it, we are not told.  However, the letter does say that this 419
is a characteristic of fallen man.  Immediately after the hymn, the Colossians’ previous state will be described as hostile 
towards God.  One cannot have a proper relationship with God (which includes placing Him above oneself) while at the 
same time existing in hostility towards Him (being an enemy in one’s mind in the doing of evil deeds).  In the paraenetic 
section, Paul will write that the chief moral vice is selfishness, which he describes as idolatry - putting oneself above all 
others.  The mindset of the fallen man is characterized by a focus on self, while the mindset of the renewed man is 
characterized by a proper ordering of parties - God first, others second, self third.  
 Col 2.17 actually suggests that there exist signposts in creation - “shadows” of the truth.  However, these are not the 420
fullness; only Christ is the fullness.  
 Wright (1986:79-80)421
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“to help create conditions in which human beings, and the whole created world, can live as God 
intended,”  but until the eschatology is realized and all things are in their final state, the choice 422
remains for individual humans whether they want Christ to be their Lord or not.  Ultimately, Christ is 
Lord of all (as the hymn makes perfectly clear), but bringing His Lordship to bear on those outside the 
Church is a different thing.  Christ will ultimately do that, but there are no commands for Christians to 
make it happen.   
 The message Paul delivered to the Colossians is that outsiders should willingly move into the 
sphere of Christ and accept him as their new Lord, but Christians are not supposed to force them to do 
so.  There is no indication in the text that Christ forced them to become Christians, so why (when they 
are acting as his agents) would they force others?  The Church should encourage, reason with, and 
inspire outsiders.  They should show what humans were meant to be by living as new creations in view 
of all men.  But, they should never bring Christ’s Lordship to bear.  Until the eschatology has been fully 
realized, Christ’s Lordship is only for those who are a part of his body and have chosen to live under it 
willingly.  Christ’s Lordship is for the Church; Christ’s revelation is for all.    423
 Wright (1986:80)422
 We should remember that the Church has special access to this revelation through their connection with Christ, but they 423
are still supposed to reveal Christ to the world.  Therefore, Christ’s revelation is for everyone, though if one is not part of 
Christ’s body, he will not receive as much of it as he could have otherwise.  
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10. Reconciliation through Christ (1.21-2.5) 
Introduction 
 1.21-23 picks up the flow of thought from the section ending at 1.14.  What is interesting is that 
in these two sections, there are parallel descriptions of the Colossians’ conversion.  In 1.13-14, the 
Colossians are said to have been delivered from the domain of darkness and transferred into the 
kingdom of his beloved son, and it is in Christ’s kingdom that they find redemption, the forgiveness of 
sins.  In 1.21-22, we find the same basic message - the Colossians were enemies of God, but through 
Christ they have now been reconciled and made holy.  The intervening hymn explains who Christ is 
and why he has the ability to do this, and with 1.21, we see how that applies to the Colossians.   
 The use of the third person in the hymn is immediately changed with the opening words of v.21, 
καὶ ὑµᾶς, to focus on the Colossians.  Additionally, O’Brien says these verses take the form of a “once, 
but now” contrast “between the reader’s pre-Christian and pagan past on the one hand, and their 
present standing in Christ on the other.”   On the other hand, there is another way to look at these 424
verses.  Sumney says that 1.21-23 outline what is to come in the rest of the letter.  He says “(1) the 
holiness of the saints, spoken of in 1:21-22, is developed in 3:1-4:6; (2) the readers’ faithfulness to the 
received gospel, spoken of in v.23a, is developed in 2:6-23; and (3) the presentation of Paul as the 
bearer of the true gospel in v.23b is expanded in 1:24-2:5.”  425
 There is no need, though, to consider these two ideas to be at odds with one another.  The entire 
letter is, in some ways, a “once, but now” contrast between the Colossians’ former life and their current 
life in Christ.  When viewed from this perspective, O’Brien and Sumney actually agree.  V.21-23 not 
only explain the previous state of the Colossians and compare it to their current (better) state, but they 
introduce the basic structure to be found in the rest of the letter.  We should note, however, that it is not 
as important that Paul is the bearer of the true gospel as it is that the true gospel is the one that came 
through Paul (via Epaphras).  The point is not about setting up Paul as being right but identifying which 
is the true gospel.   
1.21-22 
καὶ ὑµᾶς ποτε ὄντας ἀπηλλοτριωµένους καὶ ἐχθροὺς τῇ διανοίᾳ ἐν τοῖς ἔργοις τοῖς πονηροῖς 
νυνὶ δὲ ἀποκατήλλαξεν ἐν τῷ σώµατι τῆς σαρκὸς αὐτοῦ διὰ τοῦ θανάτου παραστῆσαι ὑµᾶς ἁγίους καὶ 
ἀµώµους καὶ ἀνεγκλήτους κατενώπιον αὐτοῦ 
 Something we should be sure to notice is the way the ποτε … νυνὶ δὲ construction highlights 
the change in the Colossians.  If we are looking for the difference Christianity makes in the lives of 
individuals, surely we can find something about it here.  The previous and current states of the 
Colossians are described in v.21-22, and while the descriptions are not 100% parallel, they are pretty 
close.  Look at these two verses side by side:    426
 O’Brien (1982:64), Dunn (1996b:107) says “‘But now’ (νυνὶ δὲ) is a genuine Paulinism to express this moment of divine 424
reversal.”  
 Sumney (2008:80), Sumney suggests that these verses serve as the letter’s partitio. 425
 ἐν τῷ σώµατι τῆς σαρκὸς αὐτοῦ διὰ τοῦ θανάτου παραστῆσαι ὑµᾶς was removed from 1.22 to focus on the actual nature 426
of the Colossians before and after the work of Christ.  These words explain how this transformation took place as well as 
indicate its goal.  Their significance has and will be discussed throughout this section.  
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1.21 καὶ ὑµᾶς ποτε ὄντας  
  ἀπηλλοτριωµένους  
   καὶ ἐχθροὺς τῇ διανοίᾳ ἐν τοῖς ἔργοις τοῖς πονηροῖς 
1.22 νυνὶ δὲ  
  ἀποκατήλλαξεν …  
   ἁγίους καὶ ἀµώµους καὶ ἀνεγκλήτους κατενώπιον αὐτοῦ 
 The status of the Colossians’ relationship to God is described by ἀπηλλοτριωµένους and 
ἀποκατήλλαξεν.  They were once alienated, but now they are reconciled.  All of the terms that follow 
these two describe the Colossians themselves, but ἀπηλλοτριωµένους and ἀποκατήλλαξεν describe the 
Colossians’ relationship to God.   
 Additionally, we should notice the way the terms are connected.  In 1.22, each of the terms is 
separated by a καὶ, so one finds three distinct (although related) terms in a list format.  However, the 
terms in 1.21 only look like a list in English translations.  In reality, it is not a list at all.  Unlike the 
description of the Colossians post-conversion, the two terms which describe their former life are 
separated by ἐν.  They were hostile in mind ἐν the doing of evil deeds.  In other words, τοῖς ἔργοις τοῖς 
πονηροῖς describes how the Colossians were hostile in mind.   
 Prior to their relationship with Christ, the Colossians were enemies of God.   O’Brien says 427
“the word ἐχθροὺς is best understood in an active sense because of the following τῇ διανοίᾳ, to denote 
a conscious antagonism to the only true God, i.e. ‘hostile in mind.’”   Paul is not describing the 428
Colossians as well-meaning people who have simply wandered off the path by accident and made a few 
mistakes.  Rather, they were actively hostile to God.  The combination of the perfect passive participle 
(ἀπηλλοτριωµένους) with the present participle of the verb “to be” (ὄντας) conveys the continuous 
state of alienation from God on the part of the Colossians prior to their conversion.    429
 Something else we see in the further description of ἐχθροὺς with τῇ διανοίᾳ is the connection of 
beliefs and actions, which is a theme that runs throughout the entirety of Colossians.  We have already 
seen it in 1.9-12 as the Colossians are filled with the knowledge of God’s will, then bear fruit, then 
increase in the knowledge of God again, and we will see it again as we move through chapters 2 and 3.  
However, while this is a central theme in Colossians, it is not unique to this letter.  For example, one 
finds in the Gospels the connection of a person’s identity with his works.  The metaphor of a good tree 
bearing good fruit and a bad tree bearing bad fruit is a recurring theme that illustrates that a person’s 
actions are not disconnected from them but rather are a reflection of who he really is.   Malherbe says 430
 Dettwiler (2013:117-8) D’une part, Col 1.21-23 - contrairement à l’hymne - fait expliciement référence à un état 427
d’adversité préalable à la réconciliation.  D’autre part, Col 1.22 comprend l’acte de réconciliation comme un 
dépassement imprévu et unilatéral de la part de Dieu d’une situation d’adversité dont l’Homme porte l’entiére 
responsabilité.  
 O’Brien (1982:66), Sumney (2008:82) says “this alienation and hostility are ‘with respect to your inner being.’  διανοίᾳ, 428
often translated ‘mind,’ refers to the whole of one’s being.”  
 MacDonald (2008:71), also Dunn (1996b:105) and O’Brien (1982:66)429
 Mt 7.15-20, 12.33-37; Lk 6.43-45430
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that the idea that “one’s speech should agree with one’s deeds” was “common wisdom” and was not 
limited to the NT authors.    431
 The second part of the ποτε … νυνὶ δὲ construction shows the state of the Colossians after 
encountering Christ.  Of the three terms used to describe the Colossians (ἁγίους καὶ ἀµώµους καὶ 
ἀνεγκλήτους), the first two (especially ἁγίους and ἀµώµους) are often thought to be hinting at a 
sacrificial metaphor, while ἀνεγκλήτους and the verb παραστῆσαι point towards a judicial metaphor.   432
I think we can get some help from the parallel use of the verb in v.28.  O’Brien says “These words of 
verse 22 prepare the way for a similar understanding of Paul’s aim in his ministry, namely ‘to present 
(παραστήσωµεν, the same verb, appears) every man perfect in Christ,’ verse 28, i.e. acceptable to God 
at his tribunal on the final day.  God’s work of reconciliation in Christ had as its goal the fitness and 
preparedness of his people for the Parousia.”   The goal, then, is to present the Colossians before God 433
in a worthy manner, and the two verses use different ways to describe how they will look when that 
happens (whether ἁγίους καὶ ἀµώµους καὶ ἀνεγκλήτους or τέλειον).    434
 We talked previously about revelation and renewal as a theme in Colossians.  In the hymn, we 
saw quite a bit about revelation in the focus on the person and work of Christ.  Throughout the rest of 
the letter, we will begin to see a lot more about renewal as the work of Christ is applied to the 
Colossians (and, by extension, all Christians).  Here we see the Colossians being renewed in order “to 
present” them to God  as holy, without blame, free from accusation, and perfect.  While the 435
metaphors behind these words mean slightly different things, all four are moving in the same direction.  
The Colossians are to be presented like they would have been originally created - without fault and 
perfect.  This is why Paul speaks of them in the letter as being renewed.  They are not, however, being 
recreated, but they are being renewed after the image of their creator.  Christ is not starting over with 
new people and recreating them from scratch.  He is fixing the people who follow him - broken as they 
are.   
 Malherbe (1986:38ff.)431
 There is, of course, disagreement about this.  Wright (1986:82) thinks “the words translated ‘present,’ ‘in his sight,’ and 432
‘without blemish’ all evoke the language of Jewish sacrificial ritual.”  O’Brien (1982:68-9) thinks that ἀνεγκλήτους and 
παραστῆσαι point toward the judicial metaphor but they control the meaning of the other two words, so “it is doubtful, 
however, whether thoughts of sacrifice are really present in this clause at all.”  Dunn (1996b:109-10) thinks “there is an 
implicit … interplay between the idea of Christ’s death as sacrifice (1:20) and the presentation of those who are 
unblemished as a sacrifice to God.  In other words, there is an echo of the Pauline idea of sacrificial interchange, where 
the spotless sacrifice by dying as a sin offering is somehow interchanged with the blameworthy sinner and its 
spotlessness transferred to the sinner.”  
 O’Brien (1982:69)433
 There has been and will be a lot of discussion about Colossians representing a partially-realized eschatology.  It should 434
not come as a surprise that at some point, that eschatology will be fully-realized.  What has been declared in advance, 
will obtain in reality.  What the Colossians are currently becoming, they will one day be.  The language of standing 
before the judge/king is not emphasizing judgment but the realization of the hope they have and the promises they have 
been given.  
 Dunn (1996:109-10) says that the imagery here is that of “formal presentation to judge or king or emperor, where it is the 435
irreproachable character of those presented that guarantees their acceptance.  But it is clearly implicit that this 
acceptability has been made possible and guaranteed by the death of Christ.  The sacrificial imagery is one way of 
explaining how that came about, but others will be offered shortly (see 2:11-15, 20; 3:1).”  
!113
 The means by which the previously hostile Colossians have now been restored to a right 
relationship with God is through Christ’s reconciliation.   However, this is no simple task.  Bruce 436
explains:  
If human beings are to be reconciled to God, to enjoy peace with him, they must have the 
assurance that he who will by no means clear the guilty has nevertheless accepted them, sinful 
as they are.  Those who were offenders have been set right with him through the merit of 
another; those who were hostile have become his friends; his love, revealed in Christ, is poured 
out and wells up in their hearts.    437
This is the situation as Bruce describes it: the Colossians (offenders) were at enmity with their creator 
(offended) and needed peace with Him.  The only way that this can be accomplished is through the 
offended party (God) providing forgiveness.  If, as Bruce says, this cannot be accomplished by merely 
clearing the guilty party of all charges, someone must pay for the crimes.  We saw in the hymn that 
Christ is responsible for both the creation of all things and the reconciliation all things.  This 
reconciliation occurred in his body of flesh by his death, which means that the very one who was 
offended (creator) is the one who died to enable true reconciliation and peace.   
 The phrase σώµατι τῆς σαρκὸς has brought about discussion because of the added modifier τῆς σαρκὸς.  
Part of the problem is the many uses of the word σώµα in Colossians.  Dunn says “There are more variations 
played on the σώµα-theme in Colossians than in any of Paul’s other letters (1 Corinthians not excepted).    438
 However, the varied use of σώµα not withstanding, I think its meaning is fairly clear.  While it does seem 
a little redundant to designate this body as one of flesh, Witherington explains it well.  He says “‘The body of 
flesh’ might sound redundant, but in fact since Paul has just referred to the church as Christ’s body in v.18, it is 
not.  The phrase here stresses the physicality of Christ’s death and by making it clear that the physical body of 
Christ was the means of reconciliation, it may well have been meant to contrast this view of redemption with that 
of the philosophy and its denigration of the physical body (2:23).”   439
 While there may be slight references to the philosophy, the main point seems to be to distinguish the body 
of Christ that died with the body of Christ that is the Church.  As Gundry says the phrase, body of flesh, here has 
“an indubitably physical meaning.”   The purpose of σώµατι τῆς σαρκὸς is therefore to make plain “that the 440
reconciliation of the Colossians was accomplished by one who was truly incarnate and who really died.”    441
 Breytenbach (1989:225-239) argued for the Hellenistic background of καταλλάσσω as a word used for restoring 436
diplomacy between two fighting parties.  Stuhlmacher (2005:318) criticizes Breytenbach for not considering whether 
Paul in 2 Cor might have drawn on Philo (VitMos. 2,166; QuaestEx 2,49) and Josephus (Ant 3,315) describing Moses as 
µεσίτης and καταλλάκτης between God and Israel.  There is much scholarly discussion on the background of Paul’s use 
of καταλλάσσω, but to interact with all of it would take us too far afield of our topic.  Furthermore, it will be more 
fruitful to find out how Paul uses καταλλάσσω in Colossians rather than investigate its background and assume that it 
must mean the same thing here.  Perhaps, it is best to simply follow BAGD, καταλλάσσω, 521 and use “to exchange 
hostility for a friendly relationship, reconcile” as our working definition.  In addition to background questions, there are 
textual issues with this word.  Metzger (1975:554-5) says “The conflicting textual phenomena of this verse are difficult 
to resolve.  On the one hand, the reading ἀποκατήλλαξεν is well supported and provides acceptable sense.  On the other 
hand, however, if this were the original reading, it is exceedingly difficult to explain why the other readings should have 
arisen.”  Because of the uncertainty regarding the original form of the verb καταλλάσσω, we will merely say that the 
Colossians were reconciled through Christ’s “body of flesh by his death” and attempt to draw no inferences from the 
tense of the verb.  
 Bruce (1984e:77)437
 Dunn (1994:163)438
 Witherington (2007:139), Dunn (1994:169) also suggests that the purpose of τῆς σαρκὸς is to distinguish Jesus’ physical 439
body from his body, the church.    
 Gundry (1976:41)440
 O’Brien (1982:68)441
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 Christ is therefore critical to the peace process.  No one but the offended party could make the 
relationship right again, and through his death on the cross, Christ accomplished this - all without 
sacrificing justice.  Through him, reconciliation has been accomplished.  If the Colossians are looking 
for a true relationship with God, Paul is making it very clear that they have nowhere else to look for it 
but in Christ - the only one who could accomplish peace between them and God.   
 Before going any further, we need to clarify the use of two terms, reconciliation and renewal.  
Both of these have been used to talk about Christ’s actions towards the Church, yet reconciliation has 
also been used (in 1.20) in reference to humans who will one day be unwillingly reconciled to God.  
While these two words are similar and have somewhat overlapping meanings, they are not identical.  
To begin with, the nature of reconciliation varies based on when it happens.  Those who are reconciled 
now are those who choose to be reconciled willingly.  They are on good terms with God, are part of the 
Church, and can expect to be renewed.  Those who are reconciled after this life are those who refuse to 
be reconciled willingly and will, therefore, be reconciled unwillingly.  They are/will not be on good 
terms with God and cannot expect renewal to take place.   
 Currently, not all beings exist in the sphere of Christ.  As a result of the Fall, a second sphere, 
the domain of darkness, came into existence in which (it is implied) humans now exist by default.  
Reconciliation is the return of all things into the sphere of Christ, whether they want to return or not.  
Because of the implied time element, Paul can speak of reconciliation in 1.22 as a positive thing, yet in 
1.20 it does not carry that connotation (it can go either way).  Voluntary reconciliation during this 
human life is good; involuntary reconciliation after this life is bad.  The latter is to be unwillingly put in 
one’s place after refusing to go there willingly.   
 For those who choose to be reconciled and accept their proper place in relation to Christ during 
this life, they can expect to be renewed (in the image of their creator, 3.9-10).  We will see more on 
what this means later, but essentially being the image of Christ is to reflect him and be his symbol/
representative.  Those who are forced to be reconciled after this life will not be renewed and will 
remain a mere shadow of their potential selves and possibly lose whatever remnant of the image they 
still carry.    442
 Paul is explaining to the Colossians that there are long-lasting consequences to the object of 
one’s allegiance in this life.  If one chooses to follow Christ, then he can expect to be reconciled into 
Christ’s body, the Church, and to be renewed so that he will one day be presented before God as ἁγίους 
καὶ ἀµώµους καὶ ἀνεγκλήτους.  On the other hand, if he chooses to follow anyone other than Christ 
(whether another power or even himself), he will remain ἀπηλλοτριωµένους καὶ ἐχθροὺς τῇ διανοίᾳ ἐν 
τοῖς ἔργοις τοῖς πονηροῖς.  He will be unwillingly reconciled (not into the body of Christ), and he will 
not be renewed.   
 What we see, then, in these two verses is that the Colossians were previously hostile toward 
God, but now have been reconciled and brought into the body of Christ.  Their actions were evil, but 
now they are good.  All of this comes about through the work of Christ, which he accomplished ἐν τῷ 
σώµατι τῆς σαρκὸς αὐτοῦ διὰ τοῦ θανάτου.  Christ is the sole point on which the Colossians’ lives have 
 This last part is not stated (at least in Colossians); this is merely a best guess.  It is based on the assumptions that man 442
still retains a partial image of God and has not fallen from it entirely, and that unrepentant man will not be allowed to 
keep that partial image after this life.  While this is not stated in Colossians, it fits well with the overall theology, and I 
would suggest that it probably makes the most sense for what happens to those who are unwillingly reconciled after 
death.  We cannot be sure, however, because Colossians does not say.  
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turned.  Both their relationship to God and their moral lives have changed as a result of their 
connection with Christ.   
 The transformation of the Colossians, however, is no mere accident.  The phrase, παραστῆσαι 
ὑµᾶς ἁγίους καὶ ἀµώµους καὶ ἀνεγκλήτους κατενώπιον αὐτοῦ, in v.22 makes this clear.  παραστῆσαι 
ὑµᾶς, “in order to present you,” expresses purpose and suggests that the intent behind Christ 
reconciling the Colossians by his death was in order to present you holy and blameless and above 
reproach before him.   However, we cannot understand the meaning of παραστῆσαι in isolation.  We 443
need to consider v.23 along with it and take the two together.   
1.23 
εἴ γε ἐπιµένετε τῇ πίστει τεθεµελιωµένοι καὶ ἑδραῖοι καὶ µὴ µετακινούµενοι ἀπὸ τῆς ἐλπίδος τοῦ 
εὐαγγελίου οὗ ἠκούσατε τοῦ κηρυχθέντος ἐν πάσῃ κτίσει τῇ ὑπὸ τὸν οὐρανόν οὗ ἐγενόµην ἐγὼ Παῦλος 
διάκονος 
 The conditional statement in v.23, εἴ γε ἐπιµένετε τῇ πίστει …, raises questions about the nature 
of the Colossians’ reconciliation.  Paul says that if the Colossians do not remain in the faith, then they 
will lose something.  Does that mean that Christ will not present them before God or does it mean that 
he will not present them holy and blameless and above reproach?  In other words, if the Colossians fail 
to remain in the faith, does it mean that they will lose their current relationship to God or does it mean 
that they will not become as good of people as they could have been?   
 We should start by pointing out that the Colossians were already reconciled to Christ at the time 
of the writing of this letter.  Whether they were reconciled in the past or were currently reconciled,  444
the Colossians were reconciled at the time of the letter.  Apart from considerations of καταλλάσσω, the 
ποτε … νυνὶ δὲ makes it clear that their current state is that of reconciled people.  So, let us focus on 
what is conditional, the presentation.   
 When discussing the meaning of παρίστηµι, commentators frequently refer to Romans 12.1-2 
where believers present themselves as living sacrifices.   This is good, though MacDonald takes a 445
different approach that I think is equally helpful for understanding v.22.  She suggests that the most 
important background to understanding v.22 is the values of honor and shame in the ancient 
Mediterranean world.  She says:  
God here is understood as acting like an honorable Mediterranean male who protects the 
reputation of his bride (the community) and presents her worth to the world outside.  The ideal 
community is characterized in much the same way as a Mediterranean woman who displays 
appropriate shame (concern for reputation) … God is the protector of the community and 
guarantees its honor (it is blameless and irreproachable), but the community must guard its 
reputation carefully, remaining ever steadfast.    446
 Both of these understandings v.22, Rom 12.1-2/living sacrifices and honor and shame, are 
actually very similar in the concepts they communicate.  The idea is that the thing/person being offered/
presented is without fault/untarnished/blameless.  Likewise, the Colossian Christians are to be 
 Witherington (2007:139) “The goal of this process of human transformation, which has not yet been completed, is to 443
present the believers unblemished and irreproachable before the throne of God.”  
 Depending on which textual variation one accepts (discussed in a footnote on reconciliation, above)444
 Dunn (1996b:109) and Witherington (2007:139-40) are but two examples.445
 MacDonald (2008:76)446
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presented to God  as holy, blameless, and above reproach.  This is the purpose of the reconciliation - 447
to present the Colossians as such, even though 1.23 points out that the presentation is not without 
condition.    
 The Colossians will be presented as holy, blameless, and above reproach, if (εἴ γε) they continue 
in the faith.  Commentators frequently mention that the statement that begins with εἴ γε expresses more 
confidence than doubt.   However, interpreting it is not straightforward.  Melick says “There are three 448
possible interpretations about why Paul used the first-class condition.  The options are: that Paul 
actually placed a condition on the believers so that they might lose their salvation if they did not 
continue in the faith; that the clause refers to the ‘blameless’ presentation of the believers at the day of 
the Lord; or that Paul assumed all believers would continue in the faith and that was an evidence that 
they were, in fact, genuine in their commitment.”    449
 Commentators spend a lot of time arguing over these three options.  I think, however, the 
attempt to distinguish between these three options misses Paul’s point (or at least his emphasis).   We 450
need to remember that Paul is writing to the Colossians about those who are attempting to “disqualify” 
them (2.18).  The occasion of the letter is the alternative philosophy which has the potential to lead the 
Colossians astray.  Witherington says “Here is the heart of this letter’s exhortation.  Paul does not want 
those who are already believers to sell their birthright for a mess of pottage which cannot in the end 
draw them closer to God.  In other words, he is concerned about the danger of theological infidelity and 
moral or spiritual apostasy, a concern brought on by the influence of the Colossian philosophy on some 
in the Colossian church.”    451
 In several places in the letter, Paul describes the Colossians’ relationship with God as a “walk.”  
This is contrary to many modern Christians who act as if their relationship with God is more of a 
means to an end - the end being a blissful existence in heaven when they die.  The difference between 
the two thoughts is that for one the goal is a place and for the other the goal is a person.  Continuing 
 MacDonald (2008:76) would say that God was presenting the Church to the world outside.  While this is possible, there 447
does not seem to be much corroboration of this idea elsewhere in the letter.  It is probably better to think of the 
presentation as by Christ to the Father.  
 For example, Dunn (1996b:110), Melick (1991:233), O’Brien (1982:69), and Witherington (2007:140); Melick 448
(1991:233) explains “His words, ‘if you continue,’ are significant.  They are part of a first-class conditional sentence in 
Greek.  Some have suggested that the construction implies an element of doubt.  However, there is no doubt about the 
outcome of the condition.  Paul fully expected them to continue in the faith.”  
 Melick (1991:234)449
 The attempts to decide which of these options is the best seem really to be addressing an underlying question, “What is 450
the minimum one must do to be saved?”  Or, perhaps another way to put it would be, “How far could one stray from 
Christ and/or how little commitment is required to be saved?”  There is nothing in this letter that indicates Paul is 
interested in answering this question.  He is instead answering the questions, “What is the right path?” and “What does 
that path look like?”  Another way to illustrate this would be imagine two camps - one for those in Christ and one for 
those who are not in Christ (not hard to do considering the recurring discussion of the kingdom of Christ and the domain 
of darkness).  In this letter, Paul is attempting to describe what each camp looks like and explain why the Christ camp is 
better.  He is not, however, trying to inform the Colossians what will happen to those who travel back and forth between 
the two camps (never really choosing a side) or to those who insist on sitting in the middle between the two.  He is 
saying that all good things (such as holiness and renewal) exist in the Christ camp only.  While we cannot know what he 
would say about the indecisive people who never really choose a camp (since he never explicitly says), it seems unlikely 
that he would have good things to say about them considering how firm he is on his position that one only finds 
relationship with God through Christ.  Whichever side they ended up on, it is hard to image that Paul thinks God would 
be pleased with those who refuse to choose a side.  The Colossians have heard arguments from Epaphras, the 
philosophers, and now Paul.  They are not without the ability to make an informed decision.  
 Witherington (2007:141)451
!117
this thought, if the Colossians’ relationship with God is more like a walk with a person, a continual 
interaction that has the potential to grow over time,  why should this end (or begin) at death?  452
Whatever walk one begins in this life will be continued in the next.    453
 If we think of the Colossians’ relationship with God as a walk that begins in this life and 
continues into the next, this changes our thinking about this passage in two ways.  First, to turn away 
from Christ is to turn away from the one’s only chance of a positive relationship with God.  
Commentators ask whether one can lose his salvation if he leaves Christ for another philosophy.  The 
only way this question makes sense is if one considers salvation to be more about a place than a person.  
To reflect the personal nature of salvation, one should rephrase the question to ask: if one leaves Christ 
for another philosophy, will he have a relationship with God through Christ?  This makes the question 
more accurate relative to the content of Colossians, but the question itself is nonsensical.  If one leaves 
Christ, in what way could he still have a relationship with God through Christ?      454
 Second, there are also attempts to separate the beliefs of individuals from their actions, i.e. 
some might believe but turn away from Christ and therefore not become perfected (they would still be 
reconciled but not holy, blameless, and above reproach).  However, as we have already seen in 
Colossians 1 and will see again and again throughout the letter, actions are connected to beliefs and are 
inseparable from them.  If one stays attached to Christ, good actions will follow; if one departs from 
Christ or never becomes joined to Christ, then bad actions will follow.  This means that the only way 
for one to become holy is to have right beliefs, which center around the person and work of Christ and 
the Colossians’ relationship to him.  If one is willingly reconciled to Christ and remains in him, the 
holiness and blamelessness is certain (although part of it remains in the future).    455
 The real message here is that the only way to have a relationship with God is through Christ and 
the only way to become holy is through Christ.  This theological point foreshadows the critiques of the 
philosophy that will begin in chapter 2, and it should be remembered what the situation in Colossae 
was.  The Colossians were in danger of potentially being led astray, and Paul wishes to explain why 
they should remain in Christ.  The short answer is that because everything they seek is to be found in 
Christ, and if they leave him they will lose out on it.  On Paul’s view of Christianity, everything one 
needs is to be found in Christ and nowhere else.   
 In these verses, what we have is a rough outline of the overall situation which Paul is 
addressing.  Sumney explains:  
[These verses are] less a biographical depiction of these particular readers than a general 
description of the way humanity has turned away from God and God’s will for the world.  As a 
whole humanity has alienated itself from and been hostile toward God.  God is not the one who 
harbors hostility.  People may have sinned against God, but in this context, God is not the one 
 Note all the passages where one is told to grow, increase, be filled, etc.452
 Though the walk in the next life will likely be different since renewal will be complete at that point.  453
 The gospel of Matthew has Jesus saying “but whoever denies me before men, I also will deny before my Father who is in 454
heaven” (Matt 10.33).  While this comes from outside Colossians, it is consistent with the idea of Christ presenting 
before the Father those who are in him and continue in the faith.  It also suggests what appears to be the content of the 
conditional statement - if one does not remain in Christ, Christ will not present him before the Father.  
 The already/but not yet structure common in Pauline thought is present in Colossians.  Later, we will see (chapter 3) that 455
the argument takes the form “you are already raised with Christ, therefore you should …”  Their status as reconciled and 
holy is an ontological description of what happened to them within the realm of God, but ethically (reflecting the 
already/but not yet structure), the Colossians still have work to do.  
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who needs to be appeased.  All of the alienation and hostility are on the side of humanity; 
nevertheless God is the one who acts to ameliorate the hostility.    456
 God acted through Jesus who died on the cross in order to reconcile all things.  What is required 
of the Colossians (and all believers on Paul’s view) is to accept this peace offering from Christ and to 
become holy through him.   
 Bruce says “The central purpose of Christ’s peacemaking work … is seen most clearly in those 
men and women who have heard the message of reconciliation and willingly rendered their submission, 
gratefully accepting the amnesty which the message holds out.”   The Colossians’ job is to live as 457
reconciled people, who are currently being renewed, and bear witness to what Christ has done for them 
to the rest of the world.  Wright says “Like a sovereign making a proclamation and sending off his 
heralds to bear it to the distant corners of his empire, God has in Jesus Christ proclaimed once and for 
all that the world which he made has been reconciled to him.  His heralds, scurrying off to the ends of 
the earth with the news, are simply agents, messengers, of his one antecedent authoritative 
proclamation.”   However, the Colossians are not to merely proclaim the message; they are to live and 458
be that message.   
1.24-25 
νῦν χαίρω ἐν τοῖς παθήµασιν ὑπὲρ ὑµῶν καὶ ἀνταναπληρῶ τὰ ὑστερήµατα τῶν θλίψεων τοῦ Χριστοῦ 
ἐν τῇ σαρκί µου ὑπὲρ τοῦ σώµατος αὐτοῦ ὅ ἐστιν ἡ ἐκκλησία  
ἧς ἐγενόµην ἐγὼ διάκονος κατὰ τὴν οἰκονοµίαν τοῦ θεοῦ τὴν δοθεῖσάν µοι εἰς ὑµᾶς πληρῶσαι τὸν 
λόγον τοῦ θεοῦ 
 Paul begins this section with a phrase that is difficult to understand - he says that he is filling up 
what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions.  On top of this, it would seem that he rejoices in his own 
sufferings because of this.  One unlikely interpretation of this is that there was something lacking in the 
efficacy of Christ’s death on the cross that required Paul to fill in the gaps.  Were this the case, Paul’s 
emphasis elsewhere in the letter on the sufficiency of Christ (1.19-20; 2.11-15) would make no 
sense.    459
 The most common way of understanding what is lacking (τὰ ὑστερήµατα) in Christ’s afflictions 
is the paradigm of the messianic woes.   Dunn says the messianic woes essentially are “the 460
apocalyptic thought that there is an appointed sum of suffering that must be endured in order to trigger 
the final events of history; the thought then is that the death of Christ has activated the first trigger, but 
those sufferings are not yet complete, otherwise the second and final trigger would have been activated 
too.”   According to Bruce, on Paul’s view, “Jesus, the Messiah, had suffered on the cross; now his 461
people, the members of his body, had their quota of afflictions to bear, and Paul was eager to absorb as 
 Sumney (2008:83)456
 Bruce (1984e:76-7)457
 Wright (1986:89-90)458
 Moo (2008:151), Schreiner (2006:102), and Witherington (2007:144)459
 Commentators who suggest the way to interpret this phrase as either the Messianic Woes or a predetermined amount of 460
suffering the church must go through include Bruce (1984e:83), Dunn (1996b:115), O’Brien (1982:78), Sappington 
(1991:189), Witherington (2007:144), Wright (1986:92), and Yates (1970:88).  
 Dunn (1996b:116)461
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much as possible of this in his own ‘flesh.’”   On this view, Paul filling up what was lacking in 462
Christ’s suffering, for the Colossians’ sake, meant that the suffering Paul underwent saved the 
Colossians and others from having to suffer.  Since, there was a specific amount of suffering that had to 
occur, if Paul received it, then they didn’t have to.    463
 There is another possibility though.  Moule suggests that the filling up of afflictions could refer 
“to the completing of the effect of Christ’s sufferings, in the sense that the suffering of Christians in His 
name contributes to the effectiveness - the availability, as it were - of His constructive sufferings.”   464
In other words, the sufferings could be a means of expanding the gospel to new places.  Sappington 
thinks that v.25 points towards this option,  and along with this, one could point out that the book of 465
Acts tells us that Paul was called to be the apostle to the Gentiles, and though the theme of suffering 
was involved in Paul’s purpose, it was subservient to carrying the gospel to the Gentiles.    466
 What exactly Paul meant by filling up the afflictions of Christ for the sake of his body, the 
church, is not critical for us to understand for this topic.  Mostly, that is because Paul said he was 
suffering so that the Colossians did not have to.  He seemed to have a specific suffering in mind rather 
than a general suffering that all Christians would have to undergo (otherwise, he could not absorb the 
suffering meant for the Colossians).  So, while what Paul meant by this phrase is an interesting 
question, it does not help us understand his views on the essential elements of Christianity.  However, 
there are some things we can draw from this that do relate back to our topic.   
 Maier says “By reminding its audience of his chains, the letter binds both author and audience 
into a shared past established by the death, resurrection and enthronement of Christ, a past made active 
 Bruce (1984e:83)462
 Behind this view could be the idea of limited goods - see Malina (2001:89-90).  The people in Paul’s world (ancient 463
Mediterranean) believed there was a limited amount of everything in the world (contrary to our point of view post 
Industrial Revolution that there can always be one more of something).  If one person became rich, they would 
immediately suspect him of taking for himself what belonged to others.  Potentially, this idea could lie behind this view.  
There was a limited amount of suffering that had to be filled up.  Christ suffered a lot, and Paul was glad to suffer as 
much as possible to reduce the amount the Colossians had to suffer.  
 Moule (1951:85), see also Schreiner (2006:102).  464
 Sappington (1991:184) “The words δοθεῖσάν µοι and the purpose of the οἰκονοµίαν, viz. πληρῶσαι τὸν λόγον τοῦ θεοῦ, 465
are far more appropriate if the term [οἰκονοµίαν] is understood to refer to Paul’s apostolic commission and office.  Paul 
was called for the purpose of ‘executing fully’ his ministry of preaching the word of God.”
 In Acts 9, when Saul is blinded and the Lord appears to Ananias in a vision to lay hands on him to receive his sight, 466
Ananias objects.  However, the Lord responds “Go, for he is a chosen instrument of mine to carry my name before the 
Gentiles and kings and the children of Israel.  For I will show him how much he must suffer for the sake of my 
name” (9.15).  The point is not that Saul/Paul is called to suffer off by himself somewhere and occasionally preach the 
Gospel.  Rather, Paul is to preach the Gospel, and suffering will be involved in the process.  Additionally, Paul’s own 
statement in Colossians 1.28-29 says that the purpose of his suffering is to aid the preaching of the Gospel.  Preaching 
Christ to present everyone mature in Christ is the reason he labors; he does not labor, so that he may suffer.  
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by means of a continuing putting to death of the self in the present (3.5).”   Paul’s suffering on behalf 467
of the Colossians helps him make the point he wants to make in two ways.  First, as Maier points out, it 
reminds the Colossians that they are to set their minds on the things above (3.2) and put to death what 
is earthly in themselves (3.5).  By willingly and joyfully suffering for something greater, Paul is 
demonstrating the heavenly focus that he wants the Colossians to have.  Second, it is very possible, as 
Malherbe suggests, that Paul would have needed to give the Colossians a reason to listen to him.   If 468
Paul were able to connect with his audience through his sufferings, then he would have been able to 
tackle the problems in Colossae and put the Colossians back onto the true Gospel or, as Witherington 
says, get them to “take a critical look at the philosophy that some have found enticing and interesting 
and indeed seriously entertain rejecting it.”    469
 Something else we should note is that Paul’s suffering demonstrates the primary virtue from the 
paraenetic section: selflessness.  This is actually the second example of selflessness in chapter 1.  Christ 
died for the Colossians and Paul has been suffering for them.  No doubt, when Paul speaks of 
selflessness in chapter 3, he is intending that the Colossians remember the examples that he has given 
here in chapter 1.   
 Furthermore, not only does one see two concrete examples of the lifestyle Paul is advocating 
but here you also find evidence that Paul really believed what he said.  People don’t usually suffer (and 
rarely, if ever, die) for something they don’t believe.  A person could be mistaken about his beliefs (and 
whether Paul was mistaken is a different question), but the fact that Paul was willing to suffer for 
Christianity increases the likelihood that he actually believed what he was saying.   
1.26-27 
τὸ µυστήριον τὸ ἀποκεκρυµµένον ἀπὸ τῶν αἰώνων καὶ ἀπὸ τῶν γενεῶν νῦν δὲ ἐφανερώθη τοῖς ἁγίοις 
αὐτοῦ οἷς ἠθέλησεν ὁ θεὸς γνωρίσαι τί τὸ πλοῦτος τῆς δόξης τοῦ µυστηρίου τούτου ἐν τοῖς ἔθνεσιν ὅ 
ἐστιν Χριστὸς ἐν ὑµῖν ἡ ἐλπὶς τῆς δόξης 
 Maier (2013:66).  Sumney (2008:98) continues on this theme thus: “The hardships help establish his authority; he is an 467
apostle who has authority over Gentile churches, but he exercises that authority by taking on suffering for them.  This 
use of authority creates a willingness on the part of the letter’s recipients to listen to his advice, because he works for 
their good in other settings and so must have their good at heart in this situation.”  With Sumney, see also Schreiner 
(2006:102).  Another possibility is that Paul might have been hoping that the Colossians viewed his sufferings in the 
category of a noble death - like the seven brothers and their mother in 4 Macc.  Sumney (2008:101) says “The examples 
[of noble deaths] apply not only to people faced with violent persecution or a martyr’s death, but also to anyone 
encountering any difficulty that tempts one to draw back from the beliefs for which the martyr suffered.”  On this view, 
neither Paul nor the Colossians had to be in any immediate threat of death.  Rather, seeing that Paul was willing to suffer 
for his faith should embolden them not to shrink back from any negative consequences that might result from staying 
faithful to the true gospel.  
 Malherbe (1986:34) “Philosophers frequently found it necessary to justify their activity as moral reformers.  Given the 468
practical and nontechnical nature of much of philosophy, during the first and second centuries A.D. large numbers of 
charlatans for their own profit invaded the cities … Genuine philosophers developed a manner of self-description that 
contrasted themselves to their competitors, clarified their motivations, and asserted their superiority over the majority of 
people.”  
 Witherington (2007:143)469
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 The purpose of all this suffering is to make the word of God fully known (v.25), which as 
Sappington points out, is further described in v.26 as τὸ µυστήριον.   It is commonly noted that 470
µυστήριον corresponds to the Aramaic word translated “secret” frequently found in the book of 
Daniel.   O’Brien says, this secret denotes “an eschatological mystery, a concealed intimation of 471
divinely ordained future events whose disclosure and interpretation belong to God alone.”   Barkley 472
summarizes the relationship of the mystery to Christ when he says the following:  
“Christ in you” functions as the recapitulation of the basic gospel message.  “Christ in you, the 
hope of glory” is the content of the “mystery” which was “hidden for ages and generations but 
is now made manifest to the saints” (1:26).  “Christ in you, the hope of glory” is the essence of 
the gospel made known “among the gentiles” (1:27), and therefore of the gospel preached to 
the Colossians.    473
The eschatological secret/mystery that was held by God but has now been revealed is not, as Roberts 
says, “some sort of heavenly journey, revelation, or esoteric knowledge as boasted about by their 
opponents.”   Rather, following Witherington, “The secret is … a person and what God has done, is 474
doing, and will do through that person - Jesus Christ.”    475
 Notice what Barkley, Roberts, and Witherington are saying.  Not unlike other ancient religions, 
Christianity claimed to have a secret, a mystery.  Also not unlike other ancient religions which had 
mysteries, knowing that mystery was the key to something greater.  However, what set Christianity 
apart is that knowing that mystery was not a matter of knowing a set of facts that was unavailable to the 
rest of the world.  In Christianity, knowing that mystery was knowing a person, specifically, the creator 
and renewer of all things.  This is critical to the essence of Christianity, because knowing Christ is not 
about knowing the key to something greater.  Knowing Christ is the something greater.   
 Part of what God is doing through Christ is including persons previously thought to be outside 
God’s promises, i.e., the Gentiles.  Bruce says that “Had this grace [incorporation into the body of 
Christ] been shown to believing Jews alone, it might not have excited such wonder; they, after all, were 
the messianic people.  But non-Jews are included as well, and included on an equal footing with 
Jews.”   The inclusion of the Gentiles in the body of Christ prepares the way for the statement in 3.11 476
that there is no distinction between peoples, no matter their background, in the body of Christ.  Roberts 
says “The true people of God consist of those who put their faith in Christ.  This fact the author stresses 
by calling Christ the gentiles’ hope of glory, that is, their participation in the future glory of the end-
time is not bound up with their inclusion in the Jewish nation.”    477
 Sappington (1991:184), Dunn (1996b:113) says about the prominence of revelation/knowledge language “This need not 470
imply a strong ‘Gnostic’ or hidden knowledge content in the teaching and praxis being confronted at Colossae; of the 
words [used] only σοφία (2:23) appears within the explicitly polemical section (2:8-23), and somewhat surprisingly, 
ἀποκαλύπτω/ἀποκάλυψις not at all.  
 This is noted by commentators including Bruce (1984e:84-5), Moo (2008:155), O’Brien (1982:84), and Wiley 471
(1985:351).  
 O’Brien (1982:84), similarly, Gladd (2008:50) says “The content of the term in Daniel, differing greatly from the ANE, 472
is God’s eschatological kingdom and related events.”  
 Barkley (1999:45)473
 Roberts (1998:179), also Dunn (1996b:120) and Sappington (1991:186)474
 Witherington (2007:147), also O’Brien (1982:84)475
 Bruce (1984e:85)476
 Roberts (1998:179)477
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 Stemming from this, what we need to ask for our topic is: is the inclusion of the Gentiles part of 
the essence of Christianity, or is it simply a secondary issue?  Some, such as Dunn, suggest that it is the 
former.  He says “The fact is that Paul saw the reconciliation of Gentile to Jew and both to God as an 
act of cosmic and eschatological significance.  It was precisely this breaking down of one of the 
fundamental dividing lines in human society that Paul saw as the climax of the divine purpose for 
creation.”   While I certainly agree that Gentiles and Jews reconciling is quite significant, I think 478
Dunn goes too far when he says that the breaking down of this dividing line was “the climax of the 
divine purpose for creation.”   To take this position, one would have to say that God’s purpose in 479
creation was to reconcile Jews and Gentiles.  This is like an engineer saying that his purpose for 
designing a particular machine was to fix one of its broken parts.  While it is possible that God wanted 
to create a broken cosmos in order to fix it, it would be better not to assume this unless the text 
explicitly states it.  I think it would be better to say that reconciling Jews and Gentiles is part of God’s 
purpose in renewing creation, but it is not the main purpose.   
 Rather, I think the other dividing line, the one between God and man, is the one Paul would 
have thought to be more significant.  Consider the fact that Paul advocated for the position that the 
Colossians should remain in Christ and opposed the alternate philosophy in Colossae.  If Paul thought 
it were more important to maintain relationships with men rather than God, he would have advised the 
Colossians to do whatever was needed to keep peace - even if it meant having bad theology.  This, he 
did not do.   
 Therefore, on Paul’s Christianity, the relationship between God and man is primary, and the 
relationship between man and man (even Jew and Gentile) is secondary.  This is borne out in the 
content of the letter.  What Paul is teaching is that the essence of Christianity is Christ in you.  As a 
result of the believer’s relationship to Christ, the dividing line between peoples is broken, because now 
all are in Christ.  The restoration of relationships between man and man is a consequence of the 
restoration of the relationship between man and God.   
 Beyond “Christ in you” breaking down barriers, there is an ever greater result.  Sumney says 
“The phrase ‘in you’ assigns the letter’s readers a position of astonishingly high status.  Not only are 
they recipients of God’s revelation; they are also a significant part of the mystery itself, part of God’s 
plan for the whole world.”   God reveals Himself to the believer, but He also puts Christ in the 480
believer.  This makes the Christian a vessel of revelation to the rest of the world.  Dunn says “While the 
cosmos does not cease to be pervaded by the divine Wisdom, which sustains it (how could it then 
continue to hold together?), the means by which the world encounters and interacts with this Wisdom 
now recognized as Christ is primarily through his body, the church.  This privilege, but also obligation, 
of the church so conceived is staggering.”    481
 We said earlier (in the hymn) that the way a person can know God is through His image, Christ.  
This is because Jesus of Nazareth is the most clear representation of the Father that one can have on 
this earth.  We can now tie this back into what Paul said in 1.9-11.  There he told the Colossians about 
the upward spiral whereby a believer was filled with the knowledge of God, which led to a worthy 
 Dunn (1996b:122)478
 To be clear, he could not have been talking about the breaking down of the dividing line between God and man, because 479
he said “dividing lines in human society.”  (italics added)
 Sumney (2008:107)480
 Dunn (1996b:117)481
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walk, which in turn led to an increased knowledge of God.  The cycle then continues to move the 
believer upwards, because growth is the interrelationship of knowledge and deeds.  Now, if the way 
one comes to know God more fully is through Christ, then Paul is telling the Colossians that if they 
want to grow, then they must grow through Christ.   
 However, beyond just knowing God more fully and walking a more worthy walk, the Colossian 
Christians have the privilege/responsibility of representing God to the world.  Because Christ is in 
them, they become little images in which the rest of the world should be able to see the divine.  Thus, 
the “mystery” of “Christ in you” supersedes all other mysteries - the very creator of the universe is in 
the Christian believer.  There could be no possibility of anything greater and, therefore, no point in 
trying different gods or formulas to get what one wants.   Paul is staking a big claim for Christianity.  482
Christianity is not simply another religion and one of many ways to God.  Christianity is the only way 
to God and the only way for believers to accurately reflect their creator.  Paul does not suffer to preach 
yet one more way among many; he suffers to preach the way - the mystery of Christ in the believer 
(1.27; 4.3).    483
 Before we move on, we should clarify one point.  The idea of “Christ in you” (obviously) does 
not refer to the creation of a physical place inside the body of the believer where a little Jesus lives.  
Rather, what is meant by this phrase is that Christ now operates in the sphere of the Christian believer.  
Instead of the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob working primarily through the nation of Israel, Paul is 
saying that He now works in and through Christians, like the Colossians.  The Church as the body of 
Christ is now how the creator is operating in the world.  “Christ in you” means that Christ is working in 
and through you.  To the Colossians, “Christ in you” means that God is “effecting change” and 
“making things happen” through them.   
 This raises the question “How does God work in the believer?”  Certainly, Jesus was the example, and 
Christians should set their minds on the things above, but how does God actually help an individual?  What does 
that look like?   
 Col 1.9 says that the believer will be “filled with the knowledge of his will in all spiritual wisdom and 
understanding.”  So, part of it must be that believers are given more knowledge about which direction to go/what 
the right way looks like.  Col 1.11 says that believers will be “strengthened with all power, according to his 
glorious might, for all endurance with joy.”  So, in some way, then, Christ gives strength to the believers to 
continue down the right path.  Col 2.19 speaks of growing “with a growth that is from God.”  So probably, God is 
responsible for growth somehow, and the important thing to do would be to stay close to Christ.  Col 3.1-2 says 
that believers should seek and set their minds on the things above.  But how does all of this help?   
 The letter to the Colossians gives an overview of Paul’s theology, but it is too short to do anything but 
paint with broad strokes.  Very probably, there would be more on this in a discussion of the Holy Spirit, however, 
there is only one direct reference to the Spirit in Colossians (1.8).  This is both an interesting and important 
question, but it extends beyond what can be gained from the letter to the Colossians alone.   
1.28-29 
 This is something one might do in votive or mystery religions.  We will discuss this in more detail when we look at 482
chapter 3.  
 There is debate over whether “you” here is a reference to the Gentiles (which would mean that the mystery is about the 483
Gentiles becoming part of the body) or whether “you” means Christ in the believer (implying that the mystery is about 
receiving the Spirit.  Sumney (2008:106) says “Verse 28’s reference to the judgment confirms that this expression looks 
to the Parousia.  Since ‘hope of glory’ points to the Parousia, it casts an eschatological hue on the context, increasing the 
likelihood that ‘Christ in you’ refers to possession of the Spirit, because the coming of the Spirit is an eschatological 
phenomenon.  Yet so is the entrance of Gentiles into the people of God.  Perhaps it is best, therefore, to allow some 
multivalence to the expression ‘Christ in you.’”  
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ὃν ἡµεῖς καταγγέλλοµεν νουθετοῦντες πάντα ἄνθρωπον καὶ διδάσκοντες πάντα ἄνθρωπον ἐν πάσῃ 
σοφίᾳ ἵνα παραστήσωµεν πάντα ἄνθρωπον τέλειον ἐν Χριστῷ 
εἰς ὃ καὶ κοπιῶ ἀγωνιζόµενος κατὰ τὴν ἐνέργειαν αὐτοῦ τὴν ἐνεργουµένην ἐν ἐµοὶ ἐν δυνάµει 
 In verse 28, we come to Paul’s stated purpose of his ministry.  This is summed up in the words 
ἵνα παραστήσωµεν πάντα ἄνθρωπον τέλειον ἐν Χριστῷ.  Paul’s goal was to present the believer τέλειος 
in Christ.  BAGD has four definitions for τέλειος.  “1) pert. to meeting the highest standard, perfect, 2) 
pert. to being mature, full-grown, mature, adult, 3) pert. to being a cult initiate, initiated, 4) pert. to 
being fully developed in a moral sense, perfect, fully developed.”   All four of these say basically the 484
same thing.   The believer who is τέλειος is complete, fully mature, perfect - not lacking anything.   485
 The implications for this statement are simple yet profound.  Only in Christ can a person be 
made perfect.  Because man was made in the divine image and has fallen from that image,  the only 486
way one can only be a complete human being is by having Christ in him and becoming renewed after 
the image of his creator (3.9-10).  Because Christ is the image of the invisible God and the creator and 
renewer of all things, no one but Christ is capable of making them τέλειος.  Paul’s point is that no 
matter what the philosophers at Colossae might say, there is not a “fuller” experience to be found 
elsewhere, and there is no other path to God.   
 What we see here is the continuation of a logical sequence of thought.  Paul is explaining the 
merits of Christianity to the Colossians.  He begins with something they would have undoubtedly 
agreed with - the interrelationship of knowledge and actions.  The more one knows God, the better one 
acts; and, the better one acts, the more one knows God.  Then, in the hymn, Paul explains who Christ is 
and what he has done including both the creation and renewal of the cosmos and mankind.  Of 
significance is the fact that Christ is the image of the invisible God - Christ is the way man can most 
clearly see God.  And, in 1.21-23, Paul reminds the Colossians that it was through Christ that they were 
reconciled to God.   
 Pulling all of this together in 1.24-29, Paul tells the Colossians of a mystery that has been 
hidden for ages and generations.  Christ, who has the fullness of God dwelling in him, dwells in the 
believer.  It should be remembered that Christ is the way the Colossians can know God most fully, and 
knowledge of God and actions are interconnected.  Therefore, it is only through “Christ in you” that the 
Colossians are able to become τέλειος.  Paul here is completing his explanation of why Christianity is 
the way to become reconciled to God and walk with Him - because the creator and reconciler of 
humanity has made it possible.   
2.1-5 
 BAGD, τέλειος, 995-6484
 The initiation into a cult sounds a bit different.  However, it can fit with the other three if one thinks of it as passing all 485
the necessary requirements into order to join a cult as a full member.  
 This is dogmatic language.  Normally, this is avoided, because we are trying to see what Colossians says without 486
bringing in conclusions from outside.  However, the idea that man has fallen from the image in which he was made is (as 
we have previously shown) implied in Colossians, even if it is not explicitly stated.  As we saw in the beginning of the 
hymn, Christ was responsible for all creation.  At the end of the hymn, he was said to be responsible for its 
reconciliation.  Most commentators (again, as we pointed out previously), believe there is an implied fall, because 
otherwise, there would be no need for creation to be reconciled.  Furthermore, since man was said to be “renewed … 
after the image of his creator” (3.9-10), there seems to be a fall implied here as well - otherwise, why the need to be 
renewed?  
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θέλω γὰρ ὑµᾶς εἰδέναι ἡλίκον ἀγῶνα ἔχω ὑπὲρ ὑµῶν καὶ τῶν ἐν Λαοδικείᾳ καὶ ὅσοι οὐχ ἑόρακαν τὸ 
πρόσωπόν µου ἐν σαρκί ἵνα παρακληθῶσιν αἱ καρδίαι αὐτῶν συµβιβασθέντες ἐν ἀγάπῃ καὶ εἰς πᾶν 
πλοῦτος τῆς πληροφορίας τῆς συνέσεως εἰς ἐπίγνωσιν τοῦ µυστηρίου τοῦ θεοῦ Χριστοῦ ἐν ᾧ εἰσιν 
πάντες οἱ θησαυροὶ τῆς σοφίας καὶ γνώσεως ἀπόκρυφοι τοῦτο λέγω ἵνα µηδεὶς ὑµᾶς παραλογίζηται ἐν 
πιθανολογίᾳ εἰ γὰρ καὶ τῇ σαρκὶ ἄπειµι ἀλλὰ τῷ πνεύµατι σὺν ὑµῖν εἰµι χαίρων καὶ βλέπων ὑµῶν τὴν 
τάξιν καὶ τὸ στερέωµα τῆς εἰς Χριστὸν πίστεως ὑµῶν 
 There are three parts to v.2-3,  1) that their hearts may be encouraged, being knit together in 487
love, 2) to reach all the riches of full assurance of understanding and the knowledge of God’s mystery, 
which is Christ, and 3) in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.   
 The first part speaks not to theological propositions but to the interactions within the 
community.  Bruce says “Paul emphasizes that the revelation of God cannot be properly known apart 
from the cultivation of brotherly love within the community.”   Dunn points out that this is different 488
than the prayer in 1.9-14, which could be understood in individual terms.  Rather, “the hope here is also 
for their well-being as a community.  The encouragement is thought of not in terms of a sequence of 
individuals being individually encouraged but of an encouragement which facilitates and is facilitated 
by their experience of being ‘held together in love.’”    489
 This should not be surprising considering that unlike modern Westerners (who tend to read 
everything in individualistic terms), ancient Mediterraneans were group-oriented people.  Thus, when 
the hymn spoke of a church (1.18), and we find a reference here to a community (being knit together 
implies interconnectedness), we should think as group-oriented people would think.  The highly 
relational nature of Christianity would not have been something that Paul would have listed as critical 
to Christianity, but that is only because he would have assumed it.  Because we Westerners don’t think 
that way, it needs to be pointed out so that we don’t get the wrong idea about what message he was 
sending.   
 Additionally, when Paul speaks of the “heart,” he is not referring to warm, fuzzy feelings.  
MacDonald says that “to speak of the heart in the ancient Mediterranean world is to refer to the whole 
of the human capacity for thought, judgment, and emotion.”   Paul repeatedly refers to Christ as the 490
whole solution.  Here, he is saying that the whole of the person is where that solution will be applied.  
Christianity, therefore, is not simply something one does on one day of the week, a set of prayers to 
say, or a series of beliefs to accept.  Christianity is something that affects the entire life of the believer - 
there is no part the believer’s life that is left out.  Their whole lives are to be encouraged and knit 
together in love within the community.   
 The second part of this summary statement speaks to reaching all of the riches of various things.  
The fact that these things are described as riches simply points to them having worth.   No doubt the 491
Colossian philosophers would have described what they had as having great worth as well.  What we 
need to look at is what makes Christianity different in Paul’s eyes.  However, before we do that, we 
 The beginning of chapter 2 serves to wrap up the previous section and prepare for the upcoming polemic against the 487
Colossian philosophy.  Not all of the verses in this section are important for our topic; however, verses 2.2-3 are, 
because in them Paul talks about the reason for his struggle.  We will, therefore, focus most of our attention on them.  
 Bruce (1984e:91)488
 Dunn (1996b:130)489
 MacDonald (2008:85)490
 MacDonald (2008:86)491
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should notice something.  When Paul tells the Colossians that “full” assurance is to be found in Christ, 
we have another instance of the πλήρωµα theme.  Running parallel to this are the continued statements 
involving πάντα (one of which we find here and another that we will find in 2.3).  The Colossians are 
being told repeatedly and in various ways that all things that they need and the full version of what they 
seek is to be found in Christ.   
 Paul says that full understanding and knowledge of God’s mystery are not merely to be found in 
Christ but are Christ.   In other words, there are no other mysteries or secrets to look for and no 492
hidden knowledge.  Christ himself is the image of the invisible God and everything one needs can be 
found in him.  O’Brien says “Christ himself is God’s mystery revealed, the Christ with whom these 
Colossian readers had become one.  There could be no appreciation of divine wisdom apart from this 
personal knowledge of him.”   Moo says “Earlier in the letter, in a somewhat parallel passage, Paul 493
made ‘God’s will’ (v.9) or ‘God’ (v.10) the object of our ‘knowing’ [ἐπίγνωσις].  Now, in light of the 
high Christology of 1:15-20, Paul makes ‘the mystery of God’ the object of that knowing and identifies 
that mystery with Christ.”    494
 This insistence on all knowledge and wisdom being found in Christ has a direct implication 
against the philosophy at Colossae.  Roberts explains:  
To the insecure Christians who became impressed with all the pronouncements about 
apocalyptic revelations and the fountain of knowledge and wisdom to which its proponents lay 
claim, the author of Colossians endeavored to bring assurance by emphasizing that their own 
confession of faith implied that all those claims by the opponents were in fact true of Christ, 
their Savior.  Every conceivable need for wisdom and knowledge is contained in him.  To know 
him, God’s revealed mystery, is to know all that is required for salvation.    495
Paul is making very clear his position on an issue that was both as prevalent and thorny in his day as it 
is in ours.  Quite a large number of people believed that there were many paths to God, and Paul 
responds with a resounding “No, there are not.  There is only one path, and it is through Jesus Christ.”  
He has said this many times already by the beginning of the second chapter, and he will continue to 
emphasize this point throughout the rest of the letter.   
 On Paul’s view, there cannot be more than one path to God, because there is only one Christ.  
There is only one image of the invisible God, there is only one creator and sustainer of all things, there 
is only one head of the church, there is only one in whom the fullness of God dwells, and there is only 
one through whom heaven and earth are reconciled by his death on the cross.  As a result of this, all 
wisdom, knowledge, salvation, and perfection are to be found in Christ and in Christ alone.  That is 
why Paul says in 2.3 that in Christ “are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” and goes on 
in 2.4 to warn the Colossians about those who would attempt to delude them with plausible-sounding 
arguments.    496
 Dunn (1996b:131) “The awkward insertion of ‘Christ’ at the end of 2:2 has the effect (no doubt deliberate) of focusing 492
attention back onto Christ, thus introducing what is a very tight and effective summary of the main emphases of the 
distinctive christology so far put forward in the letter.”  
 O’Brien (1982:94-5)493
 Moo (2008:169)494
 Roberts (1998:178)495
 Beasley-Murray (1973:470) “Paul’s immediate declaration that in Christ ‘all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge’ are 496
hidden (verse 3) is intended to counter the idea that more is available than that which has been made known to the 
Church.”  
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 There is something else, though, that we should not miss here.  Paul wants the Colossians to 
know about the struggle he has for them (v.1), and as Witherington says, in this verse he surely is 
referring to this letter.   This is a really good point.  The letter written to the Colossians was 497
undoubtedly part of his struggle on their behalf, and the only problem Paul mentions in the letter is the 
alternate philosophy - the thing that is keeping them from the good things he desires for them.  This 
brings back a recurring theme in the letter - beliefs do matter.  Theology and praxis are not separate.  
This is because the goal is not propositional knowledge of a set of facts, nor is it merely a way to live 
one’s life.  The goal is a person, Christ, who is the mystery of God.  And, beliefs about Christ as well as 
how one lives as a result of knowing him matter.   
 Moving on to v.3 and the third part of Paul’s statement, we find what is undoubtedly a 
preparation for his polemic against the philosophers.  Sumney says “If the visionaries suppose that they 
have gained knowledge of heavenly things through other means, Colossians asserts that all heavenly 
knowledge and wisdom are in Christ and are hidden from those who do not belong to Christ through 
adherence to the letter’s understanding of the gospel.”   MacDonald says that “‘All’ excludes every 498
other source of wisdom and knowledge.”   I think this statement goes too far, though.  Paul says in 499
2.17 that certain things are a “shadow of the things to come, but the substance belongs to Christ.”  
From this statement, it sounds more like Paul is a particularist rather than an exclusivist.  In other 
words, this “all” statement means that all knowledge and wisdom are to be found in Christ, because 
God has chosen to reveal Himself in a very special way through Christ.  That does not mean, however, 
that one cannot learn anything about Him apart from Christ, because shadows of the things to come 
exist in other places.  Rather, Paul is saying that the fullness/all of what one can know about the 
treasures of wisdom and knowledge are to be found in Christ.  This raises the obvious question: if the 
whole answer can be found in Christ, why would anyone look for a mere partial answer elsewhere?   
 It is interesting that Paul says that both wisdom and knowledge are to be found in Christ, and 
while these are similar terms, they are not exactly the same.  In the Judeo-Christian tradition, wisdom 
was often described as a practical knowledge or skill (as of a tradesman or of a godly person in making 
moral choices).   Definitions for wisdom include “the ability to make sound judgments on what we 500
know, especially as it relates to life and conduct”  and “the ability to direct one’s mind toward a full 501
understanding of human life and toward moral fulfillment.”   The common theme among these 502
descriptions/definitions is that wisdom is practical.  The one who is wise is more able to complete tasks 
well and/or make good moral choices.   
 Knowledge, in the Old Testament, is often grounded in experience and is intensely relational.  
“Knowledge can be passed on to another, but the knowledge is still passed on as an experience rather 
than an argument.”   In the New Testament, knowledge is often experiential and relational, however 503
often “the NT uses knowledge in a more theoretical sense, consistent with its range of meaning in 
 Witherington (2007:148)497
 Sumney (2008:118), also, Wright (1986:95)498
 MacDonald (2008:86)499
 Hahn (2009:954)500
 Freedman (2000:1380)501
 Elwell and Comfort (2001:1304)502
 Hahn (2009:519)503
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Greek.  For instance, knowledge of Jesus is insight into a revealed truth, namely, that Jesus, against 
appearances, is actually the eternal Word of God.”    504
 While these definitions are not limited to Colossians, the use of these words in Colossians is 
consistent with these definitions.  Probably, the purpose behind using both of these words which have 
such close meanings is to say that everything that one can know about heavenly things is to be found in 
Christ.   
 V.4 is essentially an introduction to the comparison Paul is about to make between Christianity 
and the alternate philosophy.  To the point that these arguments are merely plausible-sounding and not 
actually well-founded, Witherington says “Pithanologia, ‘plausible arguments,’ is the antithesis of the 
rhetorical term apodexis.  The latter refers to ‘demonstration,’ that is, a convincing conclusion drawn 
from accepted and logical premises.  The opposite is a plausible sounding but ill-founded 
conclusion.”   This denigration of the alternate philosophy’s position gives an indication of where 505
Paul’s argument is headed.  He has spent the entire first chapter explaining the foundations of his own 
position; in chapter 2, he will compare Christianity to the other philosophy.   
Significance 
 In 1.21-2.5, Paul continues the thought from 1.13-14 about the transition the Colossians have 
made and explains how they now have peace with God.  The intervening hymn (1.15-20) makes clear 
that it is only by the person and work of Christ that these things are possible.   
 In this section, Paul speaks to the goal of his efforts.  Paul wishes the Colossians to be presented 
to God through Christ as perfect and complete - lacking nothing.  For man to be able to be presented 
before God in this manner, man’s hostility toward God as well as the separation that exists between the 
two parties must end.  Paul says that this reconciliation can happen through Christ and only through 
Christ.  
 Reconciliation, as we have seen, is a return to the proper creational order (God first, man 
second).  However, only those who are in Christ and are reconciled willingly will take part in the 
renewal that will make them perfect/complete and enable them to be presented to God as holy and 
blameless.  Renewal is a step above reconciliation that repairs what is broken in man and makes it 
possible for him to be presented before God in this manner.  In this way, Christianity is not something 
that is merely a list of beliefs to accept or actions to perform.  Christianity affects the entire life of the 
person.  It is about who a person is and how that person relates to God.   
 Finally, we see in this section the beginnings of a theme that will be very prevalent through the 
rest of the letter - Christ in you (the believer).  We saw that this does not refer to Christ physically 
living inside a person; rather it means that the creator and renewer of the heavens and earth is acting in 
the world through those who follow him.  Christ works in and through the believer.  It is hard to 
imagine a greater statement of importance for those who follow Christ than this.  It is undoubtedly 
something that makes both the believer as well as Christianity itself special and unique.   
 Freedman (2000:777)504
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11. Connection with Christ (2.6-2.23) 
Introduction 
 In our outline of the letter, we saw that the thematic statement in 2.6-7 governs everything that 
follows it (minus the closing).  There are two main parts to the thematic statement: 1) receiving Christ 
(“Therefore, as you have received Christ”), and 2) living a Christ-like life (“so walk in him”).  In our 
discussion of the outline of the hymn, we saw that 2.8-23 primarily relate to the first statement, and 
3.1-4.6 primarily relate to the second statement.   
 However, 2.8-23 is not primarily about Christianity.  2.8-23 is about Christianity in comparison 
to the alternate philosophy.  Paul laid out a theological foundation for Christianity in the previous part 
of the letter, so there is no need for him to repeat himself.  However, what he does need to do is show 
the Colossians why Christianity is superior to the alternate philosophy - which will be the focus of this 
section of the letter.    
2.6-7 
ὡς οὖν παρελάβετε τὸν Χριστὸν Ἰησοῦν τὸν κύριον ἐν αὐτῷ περιπατεῖτε ἐρριζωµένοι καὶ 
ἐποικοδοµούµενοι ἐν αὐτῷ καὶ βεβαιούµενοι τῇ πίστει καθὼς ἐδιδάχθητε περισσεύοντες ἐν εὐχαριστίᾳ 
 One important point to take away from these two verses is something that many gloss over upon 
first reading Colossians.  At the beginning of 2.6, we find the word παρελάβετε.  παρελάβετε is 
commonly understood to be a technical or semi-technical term used to refer to content that has been 
delivered as part of tradition.   Lane says  506
In grounding his appeal on the creed, Paul makes use of the language of tradition; “as you 
received Christ Jesus the Lord” is equivalent to “as you received the apostolic tradition 
concerning Christ Jesus the Lord.”  The reference is to the gospel delivered by Epaphras (“even 
as you were taught,” 2:7).  The creedal core provides the touchstone for evaluating the truth or 
falsity of what is being taught.  507
 The double reference in these verses to the receiving of tradition (“received” in 2.6 and “just as 
you were taught” in 2.7) shows that Paul is strenuously emphasizing that the correct views are those the 
Colossians had previously received.  Given the emphasis on traditions about Christ, it would not be 
surprising if the Christological hymn in 1.15-20 were part of the traditions about Christ that the 
Colossians had received from Epaphras.  If so, then Paul’s inclusion of it was an attempt to return them 
to the foundations of their faith.   
 The core content of the traditions communicated to the Colossians is found in 2.6.  Dunn says, 
“What these traditions were in the case of the Colossians we can deduce from the actual object of the 
verb – literally 'the Christ Jesus the Lord.'”   The two points made about Jesus in this tradition are 1) 508
he is Lord and 2) he is Christ.  This short formulation is like a summary statement that probably 
“gathers up all that Paul has previously said about Christ in Colossians”  and represents the theology 509
 Beasley-Murray (1973:470), Dunn (1996b:138), MacDonald (2008:88), and O’Brien (1982:105)506
 Lane (1978:218)507
 Dunn (1996b:139)508
 O'Brien (1982:106)509
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that the Colossians were in danger of rejecting.    510
 However, we do not find merely a statement about theology here.  We also find a statement 
about the connection of theology and praxis.  Wolter says that from the Colossians’ confession of Christ 
as Lord, Paul derives the call to walk in him, which leads to the communal life of the congregation.   511
This is neither the first nor the last time Paul connects beliefs and actions.   
 Before discussing how the life in Christ is described in the thematic statement, we need to point 
out that this life happens ἐν αὐτῷ.  Paul is emphasizing the importance of Christ for Christianity and for 
the Colossians.  Everything that happens to/for them happens ἐν αὐτῷ.  If there were no Christ, there 
would be no Christianity and none of the things that Paul lists in 2.7 would apply to them.   
 In 2.7 we find a series of four participles that further explains what it means to “walk in him.”  
This is actually the second time we find such a list in the letter.  O'Brien reminds us that “At chapter 
1:10, in Paul's intercessory prayer for the Colossians, four participles directly followed the verb ‘to 
walk’ (περιπατῆσαι) and defined more precisely what was involved in walking ‘worthily of the Lord.’  
Here also a series of four participles … indicate what is meant by walking (the same verb περιπατεῖτε 
is used) in him.”   Wolter makes the additional point that in both cases, the series of participles ends 512
with the theme of thanksgiving.    513
 These two lists are not exactly parallel, however.  The four participles in chapter 1 describe 
what a life that is pleasing to the Lord should look like.  Here, all four participles are centered on 
holding firmly to the foundation the believer has in Christ.  This includes even the command to be 
thankful, because it reminds the Colossians what has been done on their behalf.  In chapter 3, we will 
see more about what it means to walk in a Christian manner, but in chapter 2, the focus is on 
comparison of Christianity with the alternate philosophy.   
 When we take a closer look at the participles, we notice something important about their tenses.  
O'Brien says “The perfect tense [of ἐρριζωµένοι], in contrast to the three following participles which 
are all in the present, is significant and denotes a settled state; the readers have been firmly rooted in 
Christ and they are to conduct their lives according to this beginning.”   Additionally, we see that the 514
first three participles are in the passive voice, which probably points to divine activity.   Putting this 515
together, we have:  
ἐρριζωµένοι -   The Colossians were rooted (perfect tense) by God (passive voice) in Christ    516
   (implied by connection with ἐποικοδοµούµενοι).   
ἐποικοδοµούµενοι -  The Colossians are currently being built up (present tense) by God (passive   
   voice) in Christ.   
βεβαιούµενοι -  The Colossians are currently being established in the faith (present tense) by God 
 Wolter (1993:117)510
 Wolter (1993:118)511
 O'Brien (1982:106)512
 Wolter (1993:119)513
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 The emphasis on receiving τὸν Χριστὸν Ἰησοῦν τὸν κύριον in 2.6 makes it likely that ἐν αὐτῷ in 2.7 refers to him.  516
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   (passive voice).   
περισσεύοντες -  The Colossians should currently (present tense) be abounding in thanksgiving to   
   God.  However, this is something that should come from them (active voice).   
 The tenses and voices of these four participles tell a story.  God has done everything the 
Colossians need.  He has rooted them (in Christ), He is building them up, and He is establishing them 
in the faith.  The proper response of the recipients of this divine action is to abound in thanksgiving, 
i.e., because of everything God has done and is doing for you (Colossians), be thankful.  The 
importance of this to the Colossians is to recognize the source of everything they have received.  
Because Jesus really is supreme and the Colossians really have and do receive everything they need 
from him (as we saw in chapter 1), it is imperative that they recognize this.   
 Beyond simple analysis of the verbs, we can better understand the images presented here by 
looking at how metaphors are used to communicate ideas.  Lackhoff and Johnson say 
“Nonmetaphorical concepts are those that emerge directly from our experience and are defined in their 
own terms…Metaphorical concepts are those which are understood and structured not merely on their 
own terms, but rather in terms of other concepts.  This involves conceptualizing one kind of object or 
experience in terms of a different kind of object or experience.   If we accept their definitions, that 517
would mean that the metaphors in Colossians 2 are not describing what Christ has actually done for the 
believer.  Christ does not literally attach plant roots to the Colossians.  Rather, Paul is conceptualizing 
one kind of object (what Christ has done) in terms of a different kind of object (in this case, ideas the 
Colossians are familiar with).  Christ is responsible for the growth of the Colossians, and as such, they 
need to stay attached to him.   
 Lackhoff and Johnson say further that “Abstract concepts are not defined by necessary and 
sufficient conditions.  Instead they are defined by clusters of metaphors.  Each metaphor gives a partial 
definition.  These partial definitions overlap in certain ways, but in general they are inconsistent, and 
typically have inconsistent ontologies.”   This makes sense given the three metaphors that describe 518
life in Christ (the last participle describes the thankfulness that should be the response to what Christ 
has done).  “Being rooted” and “being built up” are contrary metaphors.  The former produces an image 
of roots going down and the latter of a building or structure going up.  How can the believer be 
expected to both go up and down at the same time?   
 The answer is (following Lackhoff and Johnson) that these metaphors are each meant to give a 
partial definition/explanation of what happens to believers in Christ.    
ἐρριζωµένοι -   As a plant draws its strength from the soil, so the believer should be connected   
   into Christ and draw his strength from Christ.  This means  trusting Christ and   
   relying on him for everything the believer needs.   
 Lackhoff and Johnson (1980:195), italics original517
 Lackhoff and Johnson (1980:200), Dunn (1996b:162) says of the metaphors in chapter 2 “With the kaleidoscope of 518
metaphors which Paul used to express these fundamental transformations (of cosmos and history as well as of 
individuals) some overlap and inconsistency was inevitable.  Confusion only arises if the metaphors are treated as literal 
statements.”
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ἐποικοδοµούµενοι -  The Colossians will be built up through Christ.   If they remain in him, they   519
   will experience the growth that they desire.  They need look nowhere else.   
βεβαιούµενοι - Remaining in Christ will produce the security the Colossians seek.   There is no 520
   need to look to the στοιχεῖα (v.8) or anywhere else for confirmation of faith.  The 
   Colossians are established in Christ.   
 The simple explanation of these metaphors is that everything the Colossians seek (strength, 
growth, and security) is to be found in Christ.   And, if everything is to be found in him, there is no 521
need to seek it elsewhere.  All the Colossians need to do is remain firm in their faith in him (first three 
participles) as well as thank him for what he has done (fourth participle).  
 What the thematic statement teaches us is that Christianity rests on the sufficiency of Christ.  
While this seems like an obvious point to make, if it truly were that obvious, the letter to the Colossians 
would not have been needed.  There is a difference between Christ being important (perhaps simply as 
the founder of Christianity) and Christ being everything one needs.  The Colossians needed to be 
warned about an alternative philosophy which was threatening to draw them away from Christ.  As we 
will see, that philosophy promised things that the Colossians thought they needed.  Paul strongly 
protested.  Everything the Colossians need is to be found in Christ.  As they have received Christ, they 
need to continue to walk in him.   
 According to Paul, if the Colossians were to reject Christ and seek what they need elsewhere, 
they would lose the foundation upon which all their strength, growth, and security rests.  Chapter 1 
reminds the Colossians that Christ is the creator, sustainer, and renewer of all creation.  Anyone or 
anything other than him would be a secondary source at best (deriving their power from Christ) or an 
opposing force at worst.  Paul is essentially asking the Colossians “Why would you throw away the 
true foundation of your faith, the source of everything you seek, for a fake?”  If one removes the 
sufficiency of Christ from Christianity, everything on which Christianity is based and everything that 
the Colossians have gained is lost.  The life of the believer, therefore, involves trusting Christ, staying 
connected to him, and thanking him for what he has done.    522
2.8 
βλέπετε µή τις ὑµᾶς ἔσται ὁ συλαγωγῶν διὰ τῆς φιλοσοφίας καὶ κενῆς ἀπάτης κατὰ τὴν παράδοσιν τῶν 
ἀνθρώπων κατὰ τὰ στοιχεῖα τοῦ κόσµου καὶ οὐ κατὰ Χριστόν 
 In 2.8, Paul warns the Colossians not to be led astray by a false philosophy.  In 2.9-15, he gives 
his reasoning for why the way of Christ is superior, but first he warns the Colossians and makes a brief 
 O’Brien (1982:107) “Repeatedly in ancient literature the images of being rooted and built up are linked with reference to 519
buildings … The metaphors are joined so as to describe the solid foundation upon which believers’ lives are to be 
based.”  
 Dunn (1996b:142) This word was “commonly used to denote the formal or legal guarantee required in the transfer of 520
property or goods … Here the guarantee or confirmation is τῇ πίστει.”  
 This is reflective of what the Colossians seek.  The four participles in chapter 1 explain what a life pleasing to the Lord 521
looks like.  What one seeks and how one should live are not the same thing.  
 περισσεύοντες is the only one of the four participles that has an active voice.  Therefore, this is the only thing the 522
Colossians are required to do - be thankful.  This implies, however, that they do not seek fulfillment elsewhere.  Seeking 
elsewhere what Christ has already provided is not being thankful.  
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summary of the philosophy’s problems.   
 Moreland and Craig say “The word [philosophy] comes from two Greek words philein, ‘to 
love,’ and sophia, ‘wisdom.’  Thus a philosopher is a lover of wisdom.  Socrates held that the 
unexamined life is not worth living, and the ancient Greek philosophers sought wisdom regarding truth, 
knowledge, beauty and goodness.  In this sense, then, philosophy is the attempt to think hard about life, 
the world as a whole and the things that matter most in order to secure knowledge and wisdom about 
these matters.”   In modern times, they say “Philosophy often functions as a second-order discipline.  523
For example, biology is a first-order discipline that studies living organisms, but philosophy is a 
second-order discipline that studies biology.”   When we read about the philosophy that Paul was 524
opposing, we need to keep in mind that he was talking about the first-order discipline that functioned 
more like a worldview rather than the second-order discipline that served to study the meaning and 
impact of other subjects (and with which we are more familiar today).   
 In ancient times, there was overlap between philosophy and religion.  Part of the reason for this 
was because religion was understood differently then than it is now.  Hadot says “The philosophical 
way of life never entered into competition with religion in antiquity, because at the time religion was 
not a way of life which included all of existence and all of inner life, as it was in Christianity.  It was, 
rather, philosophical discourse which could collide with the received ideas on the gods within the city, 
as it did in the case of Anaxagoras and of Socrates.”   Armstrong says that philosophy was an attempt 525
to arrive at an account of reality by the use of human reason with no assistance from anything other 
than human sources.   If we accept this definition, then we could say that religion had a similar task, 526
only it additionally (or primarily) accepted information from non-human sources.   
 Therefore, we should not try to differentiate too much between religion and philosophy in the 
ancient world.  O’Brien says that φιλοσοφία carried a wide range of meanings describing all sorts of 
groups, tendencies and viewpoints within the Greek and Jewish worlds.”   Josephus apparently 527
thought that the term philosophy was flexible enough to be used to describe the Pharisees, Sadducees, 
and the Essenes.   Lohse says “Hellenistic Judaism and also the mystery religions like to call 528
themselves ‘philosophy,’ and with this self-designation they obviously sought to woo and attract the 
world surrounding them - whoever opens himself up to such a philosophy will receive - through 
religious experience and cultic act - supernatural knowledge by virtue of which he will be in a position 
to comprehend the meaning of his life as well as of all life.”   “Philosophy,” then, was a much broader 529
term in ancient times (than it is now) and referred to something closer to what we think of now as a 
“worldview.”   
 Given the broader definition of philosophy used in ancient times, we should probably, then, not 
read too much into the term “philosophy” used in 2.8 and instead simply regard it as Paul’s way of 
referring to the other viewpoint/worldview in Colossae.  Even without focusing on the term, we can 
discover much about Paul’s thoughts on this alternate view simply by the way he refers to it.  Notice, 
 Moreland and Craig (2003:13)523
 Moreland and Craig (2003:13)524
 Hadot (2002:272)525
 Armstrong (1989:158)526
 O'Brien (1982:109)527
 Ant. 18.11 and C.Apion 1.54528
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the threefold use of κατὰ in v.8:  
V.8 -  βλέπετε µή τις ὑµᾶς ἔσται ὁ συλαγωγῶν διὰ τῆς φιλοσοφία 
  καὶ κενῆς ἀπάτης κατὰ τὴν παράδοσιν τῶν ἀνθρώπων 
 κατὰ τὰ στοιχεῖα τοῦ κόσµου 
 καὶ οὐ κατὰ Χριστόν 
 The structure here is no accident; it is being used to compare the foci of the two philosophies 
(the Colossian philosophy and the Christian philosophy).  Beasley-Murray says that “In Colossians [τὰ 
στοιχεῖα τοῦ κόσµου] is set in parallel to the traditions of men and in opposition to the Christ of the 
gospel.”   What we have here in the word κατὰ is a description about how each of these philosophies 530
is functioning rather than a list of their core beliefs.  Christianity functions via Christ; the philosophy 
function via human tradition.  
 If we look back to what Armstrong said about philosophy, that it was an attempt to arrive at an 
account of reality by the use of human reason with no assistance from other than human sources,  531
then perhaps we have an idea of why Paul was criticizing the Colossian philosophy and said it was 
inferior to Christianity.  This philosophy was a man-made attempt to understand the nature of reality 
and guide one’s life.  Paul says that the God-given understanding of the nature of reality and the way 
one should live his life is better.  In Christ, the Colossians have the true understanding, so why would 
they leave what is real for what is false?  The one who created and is renewing the world (1.15-20) is in 
a better position to explain reality and guide one’s existence.  This is why Paul warns them not to be 
taken captive (συλαγωγῶν) by this philosophy.  No matter how convincing it might appear, it is inferior 
to the way of Christ.   
 The assertion that the alternative philosophy is based on human tradition is placed in parallel to 
the phrase τὰ στοιχεῖα τοῦ κόσµου.  Presumably, this has something to do with the content of the 
Colossian philosophy, but what is it?  
 Commentators have tried to identify the Colossian philosophy for a long time but have had 
difficulty.  Partly, this is because Paul does not give a full description of it, and partly this is because 
there are several different ideas being combined here (and we really aren’t given much additional 
information about any of them).  
 First, the στοιχεῖα τοῦ κόσµου feature in the quest for the nature of this philosophy, because 
they are directly spoken against in 2.8 and 2.20.  Concerning the background of στοιχεῖα, Wolter says 
that with Plato one first encounters the idea of the στοιχεῖα as the primordial physical elements out of 
which the universe is composed.   Similarly, Schweizer says, “Philological evidence shows that up to 532
the second century A.D. τὰ στοιχεῖα was used only in contexts in which it means 'letters,' 'fundamental 
principles,' or 'elements.'  The term most frequently meant 'elements,' and this is the exclusive meaning 
of the term with the addition of τοῦ κόσµου.  These 'elements' included the basic four (earth, water, air, 
fire) but sometimes ether was included as a fifth element representing the 'heaven.'”    533
 Second, angels are likely involved in some way with the philosophy in some way.  The worship 
 Beasley-Murray (1973:472)530
 Armstrong (1989:158)531
 Wolter (1993:123)532
 Schweizer (1988:455), also Wolter (1993:123)533
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of angels is mentioned in 2.18 in connection with the philosophy.  Yamauchi says that angelology was a 
part of the theology of the Jewish sect at Qumran,  and it would not be difficult to suppose that other 534
Jewish sects might be similar.   
 Third, and related to the previous point, there is question whether the background of the 
philosophy is basically Jewish or pagan.  Bruce, for example, thinks that it “appears to have been 
basically Jewish, but to have included features of pagan affinity … The Jewish law certainly figures in 
it, but it is associated with an asceticism which was not characteristic of the mainstream of Jewish 
life.”   Here, Bruce highlights the reason scholars have had so much trouble identifying the 535
background of the philosophy - there are elements of both Jewish and pagan religion in what we can 
see of the philosophy’s teachings here.  After this, he makes a statement with which many agree.  He 
says, “We cannot be sure that we have grasped all the features of the controverted teaching.  This is 
because Paul could assume an acquaintance with it on the part of the Colossians church which his 
[modern] readers lack.”  536
 Given that there are at least three major themes/issues related to the exact nature of the 
philosophy (and none of them is fully defined), it is not likely that we will be able to identify it 
precisely without more information.  However, what we can do is put together enough of an idea about 
what this philosophy was being used for to know what Paul thought was worth countering.  In other 
words, while we may not be able to identify the philosophy precisely, we can see what Paul thought 
was wrong with it and why it was inferior to Christianity.   
 Perhaps Paul’s greatest theological problem with the philosophy was the way it viewed the 
hierarchy of the cosmos.  Bruce says that in some mystery religions “...security was sought from 
cosmic intimidation – from the terrors of existence in a world which was directed by hostile and 
implacable powers. Those powers are referred to in this letter as στοιχεῖα - 'elements' or 'elemental 
forces.'”   On his view, man could either worship the elements or entrust himself to a higher power 537
that had authority over them.  Bruce says “it appears that the Colossians Christians were disposed to 
embrace the former, while Paul commends the latter: faith in the heavenly Lord, who is not only creator 
of the cosmic powers but has proved himself their master by his victory on the cross.”    538
 In the same vein, Schweizer makes a helpful suggestion: 
I think that the power of the elements is close to what we call “the power of the world.”  People 
in the first century A.D. did “believe in the Cosmos!”  Like the power of the law, it was a real 
power, and yet not a demonic being or group of demons.  It was feared, but not worshipped by 
the Colossians, who tried to free themselves from the worldly contagion by abstinence … To be 
sure, it is difficult to draw a clear line between these views and a belief in personal demonic 
beings, and what I suggest remains a hypothesis.    539
The στοιχεῖα could either refer to a “power of the world” or “powers that be” - the idea that represents 
 Yamauchi (1974:147) “Since parts of the Hebrew original of Jubilees and of the Aramaic of Enoch have been found at 534
Qumran, it is not unreasonable to suppose that the Sectarians shared the angelology of these two books.  In Jubilees 
there is a large order of angels who presided over natural phenomena.  These may correspond to the ‘elemental spirits’ of 
Galatians 4:3, 9 and Colossians 2:8, 20 (cf. also Rev 7:1; 14:18; 16:5).”
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an impersonal force of sorts.  Or, στοιχεῖα could refer to the elements of the world themselves (earth, 
water, air, fire, and possibly ether).  These options may not be that different, though.   
 Our 21st century, Western minds immediately separate between personal beings and material 
elements.  A large part of that is due to our understanding the world more scientifically.   Ancient 540
people, however, didn’t think that way.  Primitive religions, for example, had gods for things that were 
powerful - the sun god, the sky god, the sea god, etc.  In reality, this is no different than saying that the 
fundamental components of the world were powerful forces to be reckoned with.  It is not necessary, 
therefore, to decide whether the στοιχεῖα were merely the physical elements or personal, powerful 
beings.  To many in the ancient world, if they were the former, then they were the latter.  And, on the 
view of the Colossian philosophers, these στοιχεῖα (the basic elements of the world) were powerful 
forces one could simply not ignore.   
 It is at this point that we should recall that the phrase τὰ στοιχεῖα τοῦ κόσµου is placed in 
parallel with τὴν παράδοσιν τῶν ἀνθρώπων.  Sappington says the following:  
[Both phrases] attack the claims of the error in parallel fashion: in spite of its claims to 
superior, heavenly revelation, it actually reflects ‘the traditions of men;’ in spite of its claims to 
lift the ‘worshippers of angels’ to a higher level of spirituality and blessing, the ‘philosophy’ of 
the errorists is really nothing more than ‘the elementary principles of the world’ - in other 
words, the religious ABCs of this world.  The Colossian error, therefore, rather than leading 
believers toward maturity, was actually a step backward toward spiritual infancy.    541
 On Sappington’s view, the case Paul is making attempts to keep the Colossians from returning 
to a more primitive (in some ways, animistic) form of religion.  On Paul’s view, this philosophy is 
nothing more than attempt by man to understand the world around him and how he should interact with 
it.  The Colossians, on the other hand, have the true religion - given to them by the one who created the 
cosmos and is renewing them.  How could they possibly leave the God-given truth for a man-made 
attempt at truth?  The Colossians have transcendental knowledge; the errorists argue from the earthly 
stuff.  This argument is part of the overall strategy of Paul in this letter to get the Colossians to focus on 
the things above rather than on the things on earth (3.1-4).   
 There is no power in the entire cosmos, whether human, demonic, personal, or impersonal that 
could ever be as great and that of Christ, because Christ created the cosmos and is currently renewing it 
(1.15-20).  Therefore, no allegiance or attention need be given to lesser forces.  Everything should be 
κατὰ Χριστόν and not according to anyone/anything else.  However, this statement only makes sense in 
light of the next two verses.   
2.9-10 
 An interesting example of this is Genesis 1-2 and the creation of the cosmos.  In a post-Copernican materialistic age, we 540
immediately read this as the creation of all the “stuff” out of which the universe was made.  Walton (2009) makes an 
interesting case for a different reading in a world before the advent of science.  “Ancient peoples,” he says, “would have 
understood the Genesis account in a functional sense.  Genesis, then, would not be a recounting of the creation of the 
materials but the giving of functions to those materials for their purpose within God’s ordered system.”  I am not trying 
to make a case here for a particular reading of the creation account in Genesis.  I am only making the point that such a 
thing is possible, and that because of our tendency to focus on the material, we sometimes look at the world differently 
than ancient people did.  
 Sappington (1991:169)541
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ὅτι ἐν αὐτῷ κατοικεῖ πᾶν τὸ πλήρωµα τῆς θεότητος σωµατικῶς καὶ ἐστὲ ἐν αὐτῷ πεπληρωµένοι ὅς 
ἐστιν ἡ κεφαλὴ πάσης ἀρχῆς καὶ ἐξουσίας 
 2.9 begins with a ὅτι and is meant to explain why Paul thinks Christianity is superior to the 
Colossian philosophy.  Here, Paul picks up on the πλήρωµα that we first saw in the hymn.   
 The concept of fullness was one that was well understood in Greco-Roman times, albeit in a 
different context.  Küchler says that the image of fullness has been found on coins that come from 
Jewish areas,  and given that coins were used to circulate messages widely, it is very likely that 542
fullness was a common idea/image.  Küchler points out that one of the ways this message was 
transmitted was through the use of the cornucopia, which always meant fertility, abundance of 
blessings, and prosperity/wealth - all of which come from the divine world.   If, therefore, the 543
linguistic metaphor of fullness was already understood, the receptive ground was already prepared.   544
It would have been relatively easy for Christians to take the idea of fullness as overflowing abundance 
and use it in a different context.     545
 When we turn to the use of πλήρωµα in the passage, we see immediately that it is further 
explained by τῆς θεότητος.  Sumney says that “The choice of the word theotetos over theiotes … 
indicates that the writer employs the most exalted language available to speak of the fullness that 
dwells in Christ.  Theiotes could refer to many kinds of beings and powers in the spirit world, but 
theotetos, the word Colossians used here, could apply only to those recognized as gods.”   With the 546
addition of τῆς θεότητος, πλήρωµα is simply being used to mean “fullness” or “all of,” and θεότητος is 
that which there is “all of.”  The focus here is on θεότητος not πλήρωµα.   Thompson explains, 547
“When Paul writes that the ‘fullness of deity’ dwells in Christ, he means that the very fullness of the 
one true God is to be found in Christ.  It is not as if Christ has a portion of deity, as if deity were a 
substance or characteristic that could be divided among many number of entities.”   πλήρωµα here is 548
simply being used to explain that it is not a portion of God that is found in Christ.  All of God, in an 
abundant, overflowing manner (as Küchler said above) dwells in Christ.   
 We are told that the fullness of deity dwells σωµατικῶς in Christ.   While some have 549
attempted to define σωµατικῶς as something other than “in a body,” many commentators think that the 
 Küchler (2009:138)542
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 Some who have looked at Colossians have thought that πλήρωµα was being used as a technical term in proto-Gnostic 545
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would be enough to say that the πλήρωµα dwelled in Christ, and the Colossians would know what that meant.  
 Perhaps, the addition of τῆς θεότητος was meant to clarify the meaning of πλήρωµα.  If the Colossians had been given 547
this hymn previously and misunderstood πλήρωµα or the philosophers had tried to give it a different meaning or claim 
that they had true fullness, then Paul would be trying to set the Colossians straight again.  Since we don’t know exactly 
what happened at Colossae exactly, we cannot know for certain, though this is a possible explanation.  
 Thompson (2005:55), This point is emphasized by the use of πᾶν.  In case πλήρωµα was not clear enough and the 548
Colossians somehow thought part of the fullness could dwell in Christ (which doesn’t even make sense), Paul makes it 
clear that all the fullness dwells in Christ by redundantly pointing it out: πᾶν τὸ πλήρωµα.  
 We will address the “dwelling” after we look at σωµατικῶς.  549
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obvious definition makes the best sense.  For example, Moule says “And as for “bodily” in the 
Colossians phrase - attractive though it is to interpret it as “organized in one personality,” it seems more 
probable that it means ‘in a bodily person - in the Jesus of history.’  This ‘commonsense’ exegesis of 
the Colossians pleroma - passage may be less ingenious than the one which assumes a Gnostic 
technicality as its background; but in either case what is most remarkable is that such astonishing 
claims are made by Christians for this Jesus who had so recently been crucified.”    550
 Just as there is no need to invent a technical meaning for πλήρωµα unless the context warrants 
it, neither should we invent one for σωµατικῶς unless the context warrants it.  While it is possible that 
σωµατικῶς could have a technical definition to the Colossians that was perhaps related to the 
philosophy, there is no indication in the letter to suggest such a meaning.  Rather, what seems most 
likely is that 2.9 is an explanation and application of 1.19 (the hymn representing the foundation of the 
theology for the letter), and σωµατικῶς makes it clear that the indwelling was bodily just as θεότητος 
makes it clear that it was God’s fullness.   
 With the use of ὅτι in v.9, the Colossians are being given the reason why they should follow the 
way of Christ rather than the way of the philosophers as well as the reason why the way of Christ is 
from above and the way of the philosophers is of the earth.  By connecting the theology of the hymn 
with the earthly reality of Jesus of Nazareth, Paul is making as strong an argument as could be made for 
why the Colossians need look nowhere else but Jesus for everything they need.  Thompson explains, 
“The addition of the adverb “bodily” drives home the point: God’s presence and fullness are known 
through and in the particular historical figure of Jesus, leaving no room for anyone who names Jesus as 
Lord to seek access to God along other paths.”    551
 Similar to Thompson, Dunn says “σωµατικῶς reinforces the encounterable reality of the 
indwelling: as the human σώµα is what enables a person to be in relationship with other persons, so the 
somatic character of this indwelling meant that God could be encountered directly in and through this 
particular human being, Christ.”   Both Thompson and Dunn are making the point that σωµατικῶς 552
points toward the historical person, Jesus of Nazareth, as the place in which one can expect to 
encounter all the fullness of God.  This is the foundation of Paul’s polemic against the philosophers.  If 
God is to be encountered through Jesus, then quite literally the God-given way of encountering Him is 
through Jesus.  Anything the philosophers might offer is going to be man-made at best, because it is not 
the God-made way.   
 To the question of the verb, κατοικεῖ, Sumney says “The present tense verb ‘lives’ makes the 
straightforward rendering ‘bodily’ difficult for many interpreters because the passage appears to affirm 
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a continuing bodily existence for the risen Christ.”   He says also that “While this reading may place 553
too much weight on the tense of this verb, the point of the passage demands that the fullness remain in 
Christ, otherwise the advantage of being in Christ would be lost.”  Henderson takes this idea further 554
and says:  
The modifier ‘bodily’ must also imply not just the resurrected body of Christ but also the 
manifestation of Christ in his earthly body, the church.  If the fullness ‘dwells’ (present tense) 
in him ‘bodily,’ the writer forges a subtle but unmistakeable bond between Christ and ‘his 
body, the church’ (Col 1:18).  The fullness of God has taken up dwelling in human form, 
preeminently in the flesh and blood of Jesus; his bodily existence, though, continues in the life 
of the church, which also serves as perpetual residence for that divine fullness.  555
 While there are some good thoughts here, I think Henderson goes too far.  Not only does the 
adverb σωµατικῶς not imply that the fullness must indwell the church, I don’t think it has anything to 
do with the church at all.  V.9 says “because in him all the fullness of deity dwells bodily.”  To read it as 
Henderson suggests, we would have to change it to “because in you, the church/body, all the fullness of  
deity dwells.”  To interpret v.9 this way would be to break the passage.  1.18 and 2.10 do forge a bond 
between Christ and the church, but it does not come through the word σωµατικῶς.  The bond exists, in 
part, because ἐστὲ ἐν αὐτῷ πεπληρωµένοι ὅς ἐστιν ἡ κεφαλὴ πάσης ἀρχῆς καὶ ἐξουσίας (2.10).  The 
Colossians experience fullness because they receive it by being in Christ.  Henderson is correct in 
saying that the church serves as the perpetual residence for the divine fullness, but he arrives at that 
conclusion by the wrong means.  The church experiences the fullness of God only by being in Christ.  
This is why Paul makes the point that it is critical for the Colossians to remain in Christ, because it is 
only in him that they can experience the blessings they are looking for.   
 The verb κατοικεῖ then serves to remind the Colossians that the fullness of deity can be 
completely seen in the historical person, Jesus of Nazareth.  As Sumney suggests, it would be a bit too 
much on the basis of the tense of this verb alone to come to the conclusion that a bodily resurrection 
was in view here.  However, some of the weight is taken off the verb if we remember that we are 
looking at the Jewish idea of resurrection (as we saw in chapter 1) - which, unlike the Greek view, was 
a bodily resurrection.  κατοικεῖ, therefore, does not need to make the case for a bodily resurrection.  All 
it has to do is to remind the Colossians that the Jewish view of resurrection is in view here.  What we 
should focus on, though, is the fact that Paul is telling the Colossians that everything that God is (all 
His fullness) can be seen in Jesus.   
 V.10 applies all of this to the Colossians - καὶ ἐστὲ ἐν αὐτῷ πεπληρωµένοι.  Sappington says “It 
is no accident that the noun πλήρωµα and the participle πεπληρωµένοι occur in succession in these two 
verses.  For it is only because ‘all the fullness of deity’ dwells in Christ that Christians can be certain 
that they are ‘made full’ or ‘made complete’ in him.  They lack nothing because he lacks nothing.  The 
fullness that resides in Christ is, in a sense, imparted to those who are ‘in him.’”   Paul makes it clear 556
that the fullness found in Christ can be experienced only by being connected to Christ.   
 If the Colossians expect to have an encounter with God and to be filled themselves, they have 
nowhere else to look but Christ.  For Wright, this leads to two conclusions.  “First, [Paul] shows that 
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Christians have no need to pay homage to lesser supernatural beings; or, to put it more strongly, that all 
other lords become idols when contrasted with Christ … Second, … Christ is not a second, different 
Deity: he is the embodiment and full expression of the one God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.”    557
 At the end of 2.10, Christ is said to be the head of the rulers and authorities, but they are not 
referred to as the body in the same way as the church is in 1.18.  He is simply their head, and as we will 
see in 2.15, he has triumphed over them.  As for Wright’s second conclusion, it might seem like he is 
making a leap, but really this is what Paul has been saying ever since chapter 1.  The God that we have 
been talking about is the Jewish God, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  And, in many ways 
(including that he is the image of the invisible God and that God’s fullness dwells in him), Paul has 
been saying that Jesus is the “embodiment and full expression” of that God.  Paul is taking great pains 
to make sure that the Colossians understand that it is not another God that they are worshipping but the 
image and embodiment of the same God they have always known.   
 How, then, could the Colossians possibly think that any man-made attempt to reach God could 
possibly match up to the hand that God has reached out toward them?  If they want to know, 
experience, and be connected with God, would it not make sense to look to the way that God has 
created rather than try to find one’s own (human) path?  If this question did not make the correct choice 
obvious enough, Paul is about to remind the Colossians just what Christ has done for them.   
2.11-15 
 In v.11-15, the relationship the Colossians have with Christ is explained in more detail through a 
series of metaphors - circumcision, baptism, death and resurrection, cancellation of the record of debt, 
and disarming and triumph.   
Circumcision 
ἐν ᾧ καὶ περιετµήθητε περιτοµῇ ἀχειροποιήτῳ ἐν τῇ ἀπεκδύσει τοῦ σώµατος τῆς σαρκός ἐν τῇ 
περιτοµῇ τοῦ Χριστοῦ (2.11) 
 It would be very surprising if we were to investigate this verse and find that circumcision were a 
reference to anything other than the circumcision practiced by the Jews.  That is because circumcision 
had become so strongly identified with the Jewish people that it had become one of their “identity 
markers,” and in their eyes, “marked them as belonging to the covenant and as those obedient to the 
Law.”    558
 However, there is more happening here than mere physical circumcision.  The circumcision in 
this passage is made without hands, which intentionally differentiates it from the standard, physical 
circumcision.  This alternate form of circumcision is not unheard of within Jewish theology, though.  
Ferguson says “In addition to the literal practice of circumcision, the Jewish Bible made frequent use of 
a metaphorical meaning for circumcision.  The cutting off of the excess of the flesh was extended to a 
circumcision of the heart (Deuteronomy 10.16; 30.6; Jeremiah 4.4).  Uncircumcision was applied to 
that which was not consecrated to God or unfit for his service - the heart (Leviticus 26.40; Jeremiah 
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nature of the philosophy was, it was not traditional Judaism.  
!141
9.26; Ezekiel 44.7, 9), lips (Exodus 6.30), or ears (Jeremiah 6.10).”    559
 In the passage here, we find the same basic meaning as Ferguson’s - the removal of that which 
was not consecrated to God or was unfit for His service.  However, in Col 2.11, that which is unfit for 
service is the entire body of flesh.  Paul is making a statement using opposing imagery - flesh vs. spirit.  
That which is removed is the body of flesh, which signifies the earthly, sinful part of man.  However, 
the circumcision that takes places is not the usual, earthly circumcision; rather, it is a circumcision 
made without hands, i.e. performed by God.  The removal of the earthly/physical/sinful part of man by 
God (who is spiritual and sinless) suggests translation of the Colossians from one sphere to another.   560
They are no longer to be the sinful beings that live for this world; now, they have been consecrated by 
God (as the OT spiritual circumcision implies) and they are to live their lives for Him.  If, therefore, the 
body of the flesh has been removed and the things of this world have been left behind, there is no need 
to heed the alternate philosophy since it is based on human tradition and therefore is of this world.   
 This spiritual circumcision has been accomplished by means of the circumcision of Christ.  
Some commentators take this literally as the actual circumcision of Jesus,  but this is to ignore the 561
following verse.  V.12 gives an explanation of the circumcision of Christ as “having been buried with 
him in baptism …”   For this reason, most commentators see the circumcision of Christ as a reference 562
to his death rather than to his circumcision.  If this is true, then the circumcision here would not be a 
literal circumcision but rather a metaphorical or spiritual one.  This fits well with the first part of the 
verse that says that the Colossians’ circumcision is one made without hands (i.e. spiritual - as the Old 
Testament background implies).  Furthermore, both physical and spiritual circumcision imply the 
identification of the recipient into a new people.  Physical circumcision meant the child had become a 
part of the nation of Israel and the people of God.  Spiritual circumcision means the believer has 
become part of the Church and the new people of God.  This spiritual circumcision occurs via the death 
of Christ, but v.11 does not describe how that is applied to the believer.  For that, we move to v.12.   
Baptism 
συνταφέντες αὐτῷ ἐν τῷ βαπτισµῷ ἐν ᾧ καὶ συνηγέρθητε διὰ τῆς πίστεως τῆς ἐνεργείας τοῦ θεοῦ τοῦ 
ἐγείραντος αὐτὸν ἐκ νεκρῶν (2.12) 
 Most commentators see the baptism in v.12 as a further explanation on circumcision in v.11.   563
This seems obvious when one notices that v.12 begins with συνταφέντες αὐτῷ “having been buried 
with him…”  V.12, therefore, is explaining the circumcision made without hands in v.11 by reference to 
the baptism the Colossians had already received.  The one explains the other.  The question that needs 
to be answered is: how does baptism explain (spiritual) circumcision?   
 Moo says “Paul’s logic runs like this: you have been spiritually ‘circumcised.’  This 
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‘circumcision’ took place when you were buried with Christ and raised with him.  And this burial and 
resurrection with Christ happened when you were baptized.”   Ferguson says “baptism seems to be 564
the occasion or to be connected in time or in thought with the spiritual circumcision.”   In some way, 565
then, baptism is related to the point at which the Colossians became spiritually circumcised.    
 As we saw above, spiritual circumcision like physical circumcision represents the identification 
of the recipient into a new people.  This does not mean that Gentile Christians have now become part of 
Israel,  rather as Thompson says, “The Colossians have now been initiated into God’s people not 566
through circumcision of the flesh, but through their baptism in Christ, which Paul explicates as their 
participation in Christ’s death.”   The flow of logic of these two verses is as follows:  567
V.11 -  In Christ, you (Colossians) have experienced the spiritual circumcision foretold in the Old   
 Testament scriptures.  This new circumcision was performed, not by man, but by God and has   
 removed, not a piece of flesh, but your entire sinful nature.  You now can serve God with a pure  
 heart and leave behind all the things of this world.   568
V.12 -  This new circumcision begins at and is represented by baptism.  Whereas in the Old Testament,  
 the people of God were identified by physical circumcision, now the people of God are    
 identified by baptism.  This baptism is representative of being buried and raised with Christ.    569
 At this point it is worth asking the obvious: If the Colossians have been raised with Christ and 
have become part of the new, spiritual people of God, why are they still here on earth?  Petersen has an 
interesting theory about baptism and second burial.  He says, “Secondary or double burial refers to the 
practice of a first, temporary burial in one place, which is followed by a final interment elsewhere after 
a period of time sufficient for organic matter to decompose and be separated from the bones.”   570
Although second burial is not explicitly mentioned here, “the ideas associated with it in the general 
phenomenon are present, and focally so, in the notions of the believers’ process of bodily 
transformation and incorporation into the kingdom of God as sons of God.”    571
 The symbolism here is immediately intriguing.  Double burial sounds very much like death with 
Christ followed by the mortification of the flesh/old ways before being moved into one’s final state.  As 
we move through Colossians, it would be beneficial to us to keep this idea of second burial in the back 
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of our minds, because this parallels the flow of argument in the letter.  The initial burial with Christ and 
beginning of the Christian life is pictured here in chapter 2, and in chapter 3, we see the decomposition 
of the flesh and the believer becoming renewed in the image of his creator.  As we will see later, the 
new life is not about simply following a list of rules.  It is the believer putting the old ways behind him 
and becoming a new and better kind of human.  To address the question, then, of why the Colossian 
believers who are part of the new, spiritual people of God were still here on earth and not yet perfected, 
we can look to the practice of second burial.  After a believer dies with Christ, he remains to let the old 
parts rot away as he is transformed into something new.   
 What we have here, then, is something wholly different than what the Colossian philosophers 
were offering.  The way of Christ is not merely a new way to reach God or a new set of rules to attempt 
to become more holy via separation from the world.  As Petersen says “While Pauline baptism marks 
the believers’ separation from worldly society, it more importantly signifies the beginning of the 
believers’ transition to the new society of the kingdom of God.  It is a rite of initiation into a 
transitional process.”   What the philosophers have on offer is a way they think will guide a person to 572
becoming a better person.  What Christianity offers is a way God thinks (i.e. knows) will transform a 
person into an entirely new being.  This is no mere list of moral rules to follow but the joining of the 
true people of God and a transformation into a new creation.  There is no comparison to be made 
between these two offers.  Man’s method to reach God is by definition infinitely inferior to God’s 
method to reach man.  There is no real choice to be made.  To understand the difference between the 
two paths is to know which is better.   
Death and Resurrection 
καὶ ὑµᾶς νεκροὺς ὄντας ἐν τοῖς παραπτώµασιν καὶ τῇ ἀκροβυστίᾳ τῆς σαρκὸς ὑµῶν συνεζωοποίησεν 
ὑµᾶς σὺν αὐτῷ χαρισάµενος ἡµῖν πάντα τὰ παραπτώµατα (2.13) 
 This third metaphor builds off the previous two and prepares for the following one.  In this 
verse, circumcision is specifically mentioned (first metaphor), dying and making alive here connect 
with burial and resurrection (second metaphor), and the forgiveness of sins is mentioned at the end of 
this verse (fourth metaphor).   
 The first theme that we see in v.13 is death, and though we saw death in v.12, it is different here.  
In v.12 the death was pictured as a voluntary dying (then rising) with Christ that occurred in baptism.  
However, here, death is connected with a person’s trespasses - ἐν τοῖς παραπτώµασιν.  MacDonald 
thinks that this death is the spiritual death cause by sin,  whereas Moo thinks this refers to the 573
condemnation on all humans in their natural state because of Adam’s “original” sin  (which may or 574
may not be different).  Perhaps, we can gain some insight by comparing παραπτώµασιν and 
ἀκροβυστίᾳ.   
 When comparing the two terms, we notice that there is a difference of pronouns describing the 
people in each group - it is the uncircumcision of “your” flesh, yet “we” were forgiven our trespasses.  
In all likelihood, we are looking at a distinction between Jewish and Gentile believers.  Paul’s audience 
consisted primarily of Gentile converts (who were, of course, uncircumcised), while Paul was a Jew 
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(circumcised).    575
 Immediately, we run into a problem here.  When we encounter the categories of Jew/Gentile 
and find that this verse discusses both circumcision and sin, some commentators jump to the conclusion 
that these two are connected.   This might be a little hasty.  If we look to the immediate context (v.576
11-12) (un)circumcision is in no way connected with sin.  Rather, as we saw in v.11, the background for 
circumcision was Old Testament physical circumcision, which identified a person as belonging to the 
people of God.  The present application was the spiritual circumcision made without hands that 
identified the believer as part of the new people of God.  While the term ἀκροβυστίᾳ might carry 
connotations of sin and disobedience elsewhere, here, it means that a person is outside the people of 
God.  To be fair to those defending the connection between ἀκροβυστίᾳ and sin, they might say that if a 
person is outside the people of God, he is living apart from God and is therefore in sin.  However, this 
this argument misses the point.  In this passage, circumcision/uncircumcision represents a category of 
relationship - it is about belonging to a group of people (more specifically, the people of God).  It is 
not, inherently, a moral category.  Any moral meaning would be added after the fact.  As a result, what 
we have in this verse are two separate categories.  Circumcision/uncircumcision relates to the 
belongingness of a person to the people of God, and trespasses relates to the moral culpability of a 
person to God.   
 If we apply this thought back to v.13, we will notice something that should have been apparent 
upon a first reading but might not have been.  It is you (Gentiles) who were dead in your 1) trespasses 
and 2) uncircumcision.  We (Paul and other Jews) were forgiven our trespasses, which means that this 
group was dead in their 1) trespasses but not 2) uncircumcision.  The Jews were part of the people of 
God through physical circumcision, though they were still in their trespasses, which means that they 
only had to be forgiven of their trespasses.  The Gentiles were outside the people of God altogether, so 
both issues were relevant for them.  Both parties needed to be spiritually circumcised and become part 
of the new people of God, but the Jews were never on the outside as the Gentiles were.  When we look 
at it this way, circumcision as a relationship category makes more sense than as a moral category.  To 
view circumcision as a moral category, we would have to say that there was some additional kind of sin 
the Gentiles were guilty of that the Jews were not.  It makes much more sense to view uncircumcision 
as being outside of the people of God.   
 Since it is only the trespasses that are the moral category, it is only these that need to be 
forgiven and not the uncircumcision.  As such, they represent a more foundational error rather than the 
violation of a specific command.  Sumney says the following:  
The cause of their deadness to God and lack of meaningful existence is, first of all, their 
‘trespasses.’  These trespasses are not violations of the Mosaic law, because Colossians 
addresses Gentiles … Since the readers of Colossians are Gentiles, the trespasses in view 
consist of violations of the innate moral nature of humans, violations their own consciences 
condemn others for, yet they commit themselves (as in Rom 2:14-16).  These transgressions are 
the practical manifestations of the unbeliever’s hostile stance toward God (1:21).  These acts 
not only demonstrate one’s hostility toward God by violating God’s character; they also 
diminish life as God intends it.  These transgressions diminish life to such an extent that 
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Colossians can properly describe that existence as death.  577
 We said previously that this verse builds on the previous two.  The theme of dying and rising 
with Christ continues into this verse, and we see here that there is life and forgiveness for those who are 
in Christ, while there is death and (by implication) condemnation for those outside Christ.  There are 
two things we should notice.  First, as Sumney says above, the transgressions from which every person, 
Jew or Gentile, needed forgiveness bring death.  This is a spiritual death that describes the life lived as 
a twisted and broken version of the life that was intended.   
 Second, we should notice also that the categories are now being combined.  We described 
circumcision as a category of relationship and trespasses as a moral category.  Here, however, those 
who are in Christ are spiritually circumcised, and it is those people who have received forgiveness.  
Before Christ, it was possible to be circumcised and still be guilty of trespasses.  That time is no more.  
If one in is Christ, he is no longer guilty of trespasses.  However, that means the converse is also true.  
If one is outside Christ, he still is guilty of trespasses - there is no forgiveness outside Christ.  Since 
Christ has come, the categories of relationship and guilt have been combined.  In Christ, one has a good 
relationship with God and is forgiven; outside Christ, one has a bad relationship with God and is not 
forgiven.   
 This point represents a strong argument against the Colossian philosophers.  If forgiveness is 
only to be found in Christ, then one can only be forgiven by belonging to Christ.  It is not possible to be 
forgiven by any other means.  Furthermore, Paul says that even we Jews were in our trespasses, which 
means that the Old Testament laws (including sacrifices) were not sufficient for clearing the guilt away 
from someone who already belonged to the people of God.  Therefore, Paul says, you Colossians have 
only one choice - “as you have received Christ, so walk in him.”  By identifying into the death and 
resurrection of Christ through baptism, one becomes part of the new people of God, and it is here that 
one finds forgiveness.   
Cancellation of the Record of Debt 
ἐξαλείψας τὸ καθ’ ἡµῶν χειρόγραφον τοῖς δόγµασιν ὃ ἦν ὑπεναντίον ἡµῖν καὶ αὐτὸ ἦρκεν ἐκ τοῦ µέσου 
προσηλώσας αὐτὸ τῷ σταυρῷ (2.14) 
 The interpretation of this verse centers entirely around the interpretation of χειρόγραφον τοῖς 
δόγµασιν.  There are two main theories as to what this phrase means.   The first is that it refers to the 578
Mosaic Law.  MacDonald says “The implication appears to be that human beings were unable to keep 
these commands and Christ’s death was required to cancel the bond; the record of transgressions has 
been erased.”   Wright would add “The Mosaic Torah did not … stand over against Jews and Gentiles 579
in the same way.  In Paul's view, it shut up the Jews under sin and shut out the Gentiles from the hope 
and promise of membership in God's people.”    580
 Given our previous discussion about circumcision as a identity marker of belonging to God’s 
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people, it is difficult to accept the view that χειρόγραφον τοῖς δόγµασιν refers to the Mosaic Law.  The 
problem is that the Gentiles were uncircumcised and not under the Law, and therefore, it is difficult to 
see how the regulations of the Law could be applied to them.  We could potentially take Wright’s 
suggestion that it shut the Gentiles out, but even then we are left with a problem.  Wright attempts to 
say that the Law condemned all men, only it worked differently against Jews and Gentiles.  However, 
the use of καθ’ ἡµῶν here makes that view unsustainable.  Paul said that the χειρόγραφον τοῖς δόγµασιν 
stood against everyone - Jews and Gentiles.  If it stood against them in different ways, it would be more 
likely he would differentiate it here like he did in the last verse with the discussion of circumcision/
uncircumcision and trespasses.  Rather, given the use of ἡµῶν, it sounds like here we have one 
something (whatever it may be) that stands against all men in the same way regardless of national 
identity.  The Mosaic Law does not fit this very well since Jews and Gentiles have different 
relationships to it.   
 The second main theory about how to interpret this phrase is that χειρόγραφον τοῖς δόγµασιν 
refers to a more general record of debt.   O'Brien says “Our preference is to understand χειρόγραφον 581
as the signed acknowledgement of our indebtedness before God.  Like an IOU it contained penalty 
clauses. The Jews had contracted to obey the Law, and in their case the penalty for breach of this 
contract meant death.  Paul assumes that the Gentiles were committed, through their consciences, to a 
similar obligation, to the moral law in as much as they understood it.  Since the obligation had not been 
discharged by either group the 'bond' remained against us (καθ’ ἡµῶν).”    582
 This theory, while it does contain reference to the Mosaic Law, is a bit different than Wright’s 
theory.  The actual χειρόγραφον τοῖς δόγµασιν that stands against all men is not the Mosaic Law but 
stands above it (otherwise it could not apply to both Jews and Gentiles).  There is only one thing that 
could possibly stand above the Mosaic Law, and that is the moral law itself.  The moral law is the 
unchanging standards of right and wrong that are based on God’s own nature.   The Mosaic Law 583
would be a particular application of the moral law to a particular people at a particular time.  The 
consciences of the Gentiles represent their more primitive understanding of the moral law when 
compared to the Jews’ understanding, but they still pointed back to the moral law.   
 We said above that we were looking for “something” that could apply equally to both Jews and 
Gentiles.  That “something” is the moral law.  While the Jews would have known it through the Mosaic 
Law the Gentiles through their consciences, all have known it, all have failed, and these failures have 
been recorded.  The χειρόγραφον τοῖς δόγµασιν might be best explained as the record of each person’s 
actions in response to the moral law (taking into account that some people had a more complete 
understanding of it than others).   The χειρόγραφον τοῖς δόγµασιν was against them because they had 584
not lived perfectly.   
 The death of Christ on the cross had the effect of removing the χειρόγραφον τοῖς δόγµασιν.  All 
men stand guilty before God of having broken the moral law, but those who become part of the new 
family of God and have their sins taken away become free.  They are no longer under accusation - a 
freedom which could only be found in Christ and nowhere else.  In all likelihood, there are implications 
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for this freedom (including rescue from the power of darkness, etc.) via the death of Christ, but before 
we consider them, we need to look at v.15.   
Disarming and Triumph 
ἀπεκδυσάµενος τὰς ἀρχὰς καὶ τὰς ἐξουσίας ἐδειγµάτισεν ἐν παρρησίᾳ θριαµβεύσας αὐτοὺς ἐν αὐτῷ 
(2.15) 
 There has been quite a lot of discussion about the meaning of 2.15.  The most common point of 
view sees the triumph in 2.15 paralleling Roman triumphal processions, in which the captured prisoners 
would be led behind the general in chains.   Moo says “The form in which the verb [ἀπεκδυσάµενος] 585
occurs here (the middle voice) would normally convey a reflexive idea - ‘he stripped off from himself 
the powers and authorities’ - and this seems certainly to be the meaning in 3:9 (e.g., believers have 
stripped off from themselves the old self).”   MacDonald says the stripping or disarming of the rulers 586
and powers “recalls the public shame of being stripped of all honor, being rendered naked before friend 
and foe alike.”   However, there is by no means consensus on this interpretation, and we will consider 587
two alternate views.   
 The first alternate interpretation retains the imagery of the Roman triumph, but it sees the 
powers and authorities as the forces of good.  Yates says, in a triumph “the chariot was followed by 
those Romans who had been liberated from slavery, along with dancers, chorus and rejoicing 
crowds.”   As he explains, the prisoners precede the chariot while the liberated captives and those 588
rejoicing with the triumphator follow the chariot.  Yates says “If this is the case, the principalities and 
powers cannot be evil spirit-powers either despoiled or led in captive, but part of the celebrating 
hosts,”  since the powers and authorities are being led by Christ (i.e. following him).  Yates thinks 589
that the standard interpretation leads to the “uncomfortable dichotomy of maintaining on the one hand 
that they [powers and authorities] have been overcome and reconciled, but on the other hand not yet 
finally defeated and still able to oppose man and his interests.  This makes any reference in Col 2.15 to 
their defeat and public exposure singularly ineffective.  Such a dichotomy can be avoided altogether if 
the principalities and powers in Colossians are not seen as evil beings, but as part of the angelic host, 
created in Christ and celebrating his victory.”    590
 Additionally, Yates believes ἀπεκδυσάµενος is reflexive and refers to Christ’s removal of the 
body of flesh in death and ἐδειγµάτισεν is the main verb of the verse - not anticipating the content of 
θριαµβεύσας.  He says “In accordance with this interpretation the following translation of Col 2.15 is 
offered: ‘Having stripped himself in death, He boldly made an open display of the angelic powers, 
leading them in triumphal (festal) procession on the cross.’”    591
 In consideration of Yates’ view, we must admit he makes an interesting point when he suggests 
interpreting the powers and authorities as benevolent angelic forces rather than the forces of darkness.  
His reference to the order of procession of a Roman triumph is worth considering, but I think he 
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presses the point too far.  It should be remembered that triumphs happened only in Rome.  While it is 
quite possible the Colossians knew what a triumph was, given that Colossae itself was located in Asia 
Minor combined with the infrequent nature of triumphs themselves, it is unlikely that anyone in 
Colossae actually saw a triumph.  And, even if someone (let alone everyone) had witnessed a triumph, 
was the order of procession so important to Paul’s point that he would risk communicating wrong 
theology if the Colossians were unfamiliar with that fact?  While Yates may be correct in his analysis of 
the order of those in the triumphal procession, it is not likely that the point Paul was communicating to 
the Colossians required that level of detailed knowledge.    592
 Second, Yates is uncomfortable with the powers and authorities (if malevolent) having been 
overcome and reconciled but still able to oppose man and his interests.  If that bothers him, then he 
must have quite a lot of problems with this letter, because Colossians exhibits a partially-realized 
eschatology.  As such, quite a lot of things in this letter are only partially fulfilled, such as the concept 
of second burial we discussed in 2.12, the moral lives of the Colossians we will look at in chapter 3, 
and the already, but-not-yet motif of Pauline theology in general.  
 Finally, in his discussion of 2.15, Yates tries really hard to make his point by connecting 2.15 
with 2.11 and trying to extend the circumcision metaphor.  The result of this (as his translation bears 
out, above) is Christ “stripping off his flesh” in death by removing his body.  The end result of this is a 
very Gnostic sounding degradation of the physical body.   It should be noted that many commentators 593
have seen a proto-Gnostic influence in this letter.  However, those who believe an early form of 
Gnosticism was at work in Colossae think it existed in the philosophy that Paul was opposing - not in 
the theology he was advocating.  This would be a very unique turn in Colossians scholarship, and if 
Yates wants to adequately support this theory, he would need more than a questionable interpretation of 
a single verse based on the order of procession in a Roman triumph.   
 To consider another point of view that is much more promising, Sappington attempts to connect 
2.13-15 with 1.12-14 - something neither Yates nor the standard view do.  Before looking at the 
evidence, this sounds possible, because there are already so many parallels between chapters 1 and 2.  
The question is: are the contents of these two sets of verses actually parallel?   
 The first thing that would be required for these two passages to be parallel is that τὰς ἀρχὰς καὶ 
τὰς ἐξουσίας would have to refer to malevolent forces.  Sappington says “In 1.13 the writer states 
plainly that God ‘delivered us ἐκ τῆς ἐξουσίας τοῦ σκότους.’  In light of the parallels elsewhere in the 
NT and at Qumran, there can be little doubt that this statement refers to God’s action in rescuing 
believers from the authority of evil powers - i.e. from those forces that take their stand against God’s 
people, whether militarily or judicially.”   That means that for these two passages to be parallel, the 594
powers and authorities would have to be evil in both places.  We will return to this question below, but 
for now it is worth pointing out that this is a requirement.   
 Perhaps the most interesting and central part of Sappington’s theory is his interconnection of the 
concepts in 1.12-14 and their relation to 2.13-15.  He says the following: 
 Furthermore, while the triumphator might have been located in the middle of the procession and the captured opponents 592
were in front of him, in no way could they be said to have been leading him.  The leader of the procession was still the 
triumphator.  
 On Yates’ view, this would be following on the heels of σωµατικῶς which, if anything, speaks of the physical body as 593
having worth.  
 Sappington (1991:213)594
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Though certain ambiguities remain in the interpretation of 1.12-14, one fact is certain: that 
redemption from the spiritual forces is closely tied in with the blessing of forgiveness received 
at conversion.  In fact, one could argue on the basis of 1.14 that redemption consists of and/or 
comes about through the forgiveness of sins.  This observation is critical in seeking to 
understand the meaning of the participle ἀπεκδυσάµενος, which serves as a kind of hinge 
between the theme of forgiveness (vv.13b-14) and the action involving the spiritual powers (v.
15).  In view of the logical and thematic connections between these two passages, it may be 
posited that a correct interpretation of 2.13-15 would yield a similar relationship between the 
concepts of forgiveness and redemption as was observed in 1.12-14.    595
 Let us suppose, for a moment, that these two passages are connected in content as Sappington 
suggests.  In that case, it would be easy to see 2.13-15 as an elaboration on the themes of 1.12-14 much 
like themes from the hymn in chapter 1 are elaborated in chapter 2.  If this is true, chapter 1 says that 
while the Colossians were under the evil powers and lived in the domain of darkness (before 
conversion), now they are a part of Christ’s kingdom and have been redeemed/had their sins forgiven.  
Chapter 2 tells the same basic story, but adds content.  The Colossians’ sins (trespasses in chapter 2) 
were held against them by means of the χειρόγραφον τοῖς δόγµασιν, but Christ removed this accusatory 
document by his death on the cross.  This brings us to another point.   
 Sappington says, “the idea of Christ stripping powers off himself is unsatisfactory as well, since 
it does not relate the action of the exposure of the powers back to the blessing of forgiveness … best of 
all is the view that the participle refers to the disarming of defeated foes.  For if this view is adopted, 
then ἀπεκδυσάµενος gathers up the thoughts of vv. 13b-14 and applies them directly to τὰς ἀρχὰς καὶ 
τὰς ἐξουσίας.”   This leads to the following:  596
It is logical to assume, on this view, that the action of disarming refers back to the wiping out 
and removal of the χειρόγραφον - which … served formerly as the instrument by which the 
accusations of the spiritual forces acquired their condemning power.  So when one appropriates 
at conversion the forgiveness spoken of in 2.13b-14, the weapon that might be used against 
him is removed and he is delivered from the tyranny of those accusing, devilish powers.  Or in 
the language of 1.12-14, it is divine forgiveness that rescues believers from the sphere of 
authority of the spiritual powers and hastens us into the kingdom of God’s beloved Son.    597
 On Sappington’s view, then, ἀπεκδυσάµενος does not mean Christ is stripping the powers off 
himself.  Rather, he has disarmed them by taking away their only weapon, the χειρόγραφον.  Once they 
are no longer able to accuse the Colossian believers with their misdeeds, the power these forces once 
had is gone.  Additionally, since “the Colossian Christians’ eschatological record of sins is wiped out 
and done away with, the apocalyptists’ admonitions to obedience have lost their basis and power.”   598
There is no need to follow the man-made path to righteousness, not only because Christ’s way is 
inherently better, but because the problem of the χειρόγραφον has already been solved.   
 Sappington’s view looks good so far (especially the connection with the themes in chapter one 
and the way in which the metaphors in chapter 2 become more connected instead of disjunct).  The 
only potential problem is that 2.13-15 do not seem to say that the powers and authorities are evil.  
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However, while we do not have an explicit reference, we may have an implicit one.   
 The word ἐδειγµάτισεν is not a commonly used word, but it may help to shed some light on the 
issue.  O’Brien says “Here the term ἐδειγµάτισεν means not to ‘make an example’ of them (which 
would be παραδειγµατίζω), but to ‘show them in their true character.’  By putting them on public 
display God exposed the principalities and powers to ridicule.”   O’Brien’s point about ἐδειγµάτισεν 599
is not so much that the powers and authorities are being actively shamed (as one might think from 
many of the English translations); rather, they are being exposed for what they truly are, and because of 
what they are, shaming results.   
 The only other NT use of ἐδειγµάτισεν is instructive.  It occurs in Mt 1.19 when Joseph refused 
to make an example (δειγµατίσαι) of Mary.  In this case as well, if Joseph had exposed Mary, he would 
not have been actively shaming her.  He would have merely been exposing her as an adulteress, and the 
shaming would have naturally resulted because of how what she had done would have been viewed by 
the community.  Additionally, we should note that δειγµατίζω is used solely in a negative context 
outside the NT.   Therefore, if this word carries with it an understanding that those who are being 600
exposed have done wrong (as it seems it does), we have an implicit reference that the powers and 
authorities are malevolent.   
 Finally, moving on to θριαµβεύσας, Sappington suggests it does not need to be interpreted as a 
Roman triumph; it could simply mean “to manifest, reveal, or make known.”   Honestly though, even 601
though it is a common subject of discussion, it does not make much difference to the meaning whether 
the imagery of a triumph lies behind this word or not.  Assuming the powers in Colossians 2 are 
malevolent (as the above argument suggests), a triumph would add nothing new to what we know.  In a 
triumph, the captured forces were led in public humiliation by their victor after they had been defeated 
in battle.  ἀπεκδυσάµενος shows that the powers have been stripped of their only weapon and 
ἐδειγµάτισεν shows them as being put to public shame.  So, if the imagery of a triumph does not lie 
behind θριαµβεύσας, then the word is simply being used to show Christ’s conquering of the evil 
powers.  If the imagery is there, then it adds redundancy to what has already been said for rhetorical 
effect.  Either way, the meaning remains unchanged.   
 So, pulling all the threads together, the powers and authorities are malevolent and stand in 
opposition to the Colossian Christians.  In the powers’ fight against the Colossians, their weapon of 
choice was the χειρόγραφον τοῖς δόγµασιν - the record of each person’s actions in response to the 
moral law.  When Christ died on the cross, the Colossian believers were forgiven of all their sins, the 
χειρόγραφον no longer stood against them, and the weapon of the enemy had been taken away.  Christ 
exposes them for what they are, and as a result, they are shamed publicly as he triumphs over them in 
victory.  Sappington’s view, I think, makes the best sense of 2.15.   
 Before we finish looking at this verse, we need to ask the question, who are the evil powers?  
Wright thinks they are the rulers and authorities of Israel who conspired to put Jesus on the cross.   602
This is an interesting theory, but if the χειρόγραφον was the weapon of the evil powers as we suggested 
above, this would not make sense.  Rome and Israel could not have wielded the record of misdeeds of 
 O’Brien (1982:128)599
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humans.  On the other hand, if we take the powers and authorities as forces beyond the mere rulers of 
this world, such as malevolent angelic forces, the use of the χειρόγραφον as a weapon of accusation 
before God makes more sense.   
 However, when we were looking at 2.8, we said that it is not necessary to decide whether the 
στοιχεῖα were merely the physical elements or personal, powerful beings.  To many in the ancient 
world, if they were the former, then they were the latter.  That means that the evil powers could be both 
human and angelic forces, because the two were not necessarily separate in the ancient mind.  Exact 
identification of these forces, then, goes beyond our abilities, but we can say that the basic idea is that 
they were powerful, personal forces (both human and angelic) that oppose God and those who stand for 
good.   
Summary of the Five Metaphors 
 Let us try to pull together the things we have learned about these five metaphors.  We saw above 
that “abstract concepts are not defined by necessary and sufficient conditions.  Instead they are defined 
by clusters of metaphors.  Each metaphor gives a partial definition.  These partial definitions overlap in 
certain ways, but in general they are inconsistent, and typically have inconsistent ontologies.”   603
Thankfully, we do not have to try to make these metaphors fit together perfectly.  Rather, we should 
view these metaphors as tools Paul used to try and describe an abstract concept to the Colossians by 
using concepts with which they already were familiar.  What we should focus on, then, is what each of 
these metaphors means and how they work together to describe what Christ has done for the 
Colossians.   
- Circumcision (2.11) - This refers to spiritual circumcision.  Like physical circumcision, it signifies 
the identification of the recipient into a new people.  The believer has become part of the Church and 
the new people of God.   
- Baptism (2.12) - Baptism is the initiation rite for the Colossians’ spiritual circumcision and their 
entrance into the new people of God, the Church.  This baptism is representative of being buried and 
raised with Christ, and it begins the transitional process of becoming a renewed person.   
- Death and Resurrection (2.13) - The death and resurrection of the Colossians with Christ has 
provided forgiveness from their moral transgressions.  Whereas previously circumcision was a 
category of relationship and not a moral category, here they are combined, because forgiveness can 
only be found in Christ.   
- Cancellation of the Record of Debt (2.14) - The “something” that stood against both Jews and 
Gentiles equally was the moral law.  The χειρόγραφον τοῖς δόγµασιν is the record of each person’s 
actions in response to the moral law (accounting for the fact that some had a more full understanding 
of it than others).  In Christ, the Colossians are now free from accusation via the χειρόγραφον.   
- Disarming and Triumph (2.15) - The χειρόγραφον was the weapon the evil powers used against the 
 Lackhoff and Johnson (1980:200)603
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Colossian believers.  Christ took this away from them/disarmed them.  Via Christ’s victory on the 
cross, the powers have now been exposed for what they truly are, which results in their public 
shame.   
 While the metaphors in 2.11-15 appear a little disjunct at first glance, their meanings provide a 
very unified picture.  In Christ, the Colossian believers gain 1) entrance into the new people of God 
(circumcision + baptism), 2) forgiveness from moral transgressions as part of this new relationship 
(death and resurrection + cancellation of the record of debt), and 3) freedom from the powers who 
stood against the Colossians (disarming and triumph).  In Christ, and only in Christ, the Colossians 
have been transferred from their old existence as a part of the world (and subject to the powers thereof) 
into a new people (the new people of God) in which they have received forgiveness.  All of this is made 
possible through Christ’s death on the cross and subsequent resurrection.   
 Therefore, because Christ is who he is (1.15-20), and this new life comes through his death and 
resurrection, it is not possible that anyone else could have provided this life for the Colossians.  Even if 
someone else died on a cross in an attempt to do what Christ did, that person would still not have been 
the image of the invisible God and the creator of all things.   Christ’s death and resurrection are 604
unique, and therefore, cannot be replicated.  If the Colossians want the new life as part of the new 
people of God, they must find it in Christ.  They cannot achieve even a single thing apart from Christ 
(forgiveness, victory, etc.), because all of the benefits we see in this passage are linked and are only 
possible through Christ’s work.   The Colossians, have been made full/complete in Christ (2.9-10),  605 606
and as they have received him, so they should walk in him (2.6-7).  Nothing the philosophers offer 
could come close (2.8).   
2.16-19 
µὴ οὖν τις ὑµᾶς κρινέτω ἐν βρώσει καὶ ἐν πόσει ἢ ἐν µέρει ἑορτῆς ἢ νεοµηνίας ἢ σαββάτων ἅ ἐστιν 
σκιὰ τῶν µελλόντων τὸ δὲ σῶµα τοῦ Χριστοῦ µηδεὶς ὑµᾶς καταβραβευέτω θέλων ἐν ταπεινοφροσύνῃ 
καὶ θρησκείᾳ τῶν ἀγγέλων ἃ ἑόρακεν ἐµβατεύων εἰκῇ φυσιούµενος ὑπὸ τοῦ νοὸς τῆς σαρκὸς αὐτοῦ 
καὶ οὐ κρατῶν τὴν κεφαλήν ἐξ οὗ πᾶν τὸ σῶµα διὰ τῶν ἁφῶν καὶ συνδέσµων ἐπιχορηγούµενον καὶ 
συµβιβαζόµενον αὔξει τὴν αὔξησιν τοῦ θεοῦ 
 Since Paul never explicitly stated what the alternative philosophy in Colossae was (and 
probably did not need to since the Colossians would have already been familiar with it), most of what 
we know about it has to be pieced together from scattered references.   The οὖν in v.16 serves to 607
contrast the philosophy to the description of Christianity in v.11-15, and in 2.16-19, there are some very 
direct statements which seem to indicate at least some of its content (likely the most objectionable 
 That also means the subsequent resurrection would probably not have happened.  604
 For the sufficiency of Christ, see Dettwiler (2013:118), Lohse (1965:203), Sumney (2008:148), and Thompson 605
(2005:60).  
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parts).  From these verses we should be able to gain a better idea of what it was about this philosophy 
that was objectionable.    608
 Immediately in v.16, Paul brings up some very specific issues – food and drink, festivals, new 
moons, and Sabbaths.  Bruce says that “Festivals and new moons were observed by non-Jews as well 
as Jews, but Sabbaths were distinctively Jewish.”   Dunn thinks the fact that Sabbaths were so 609
distinctively Jewish can be applied backwards in the sequence.  He says “But if sabbath is so clearly a 
distinctively Jewish festival, then the probability is that the 'festival' and 'new moon' also refer to the 
Jewish versions of those celebrations.  The point is beyond dispute when we note that the three terms 
together, 'sabbaths, new moons, and feasts,' was in fact a regular Jewish way of speaking of the main 
festivals of Jewish religion.”    610
 I think the question to ask is: if these really were simply part of the Jewish religion, why would 
Paul object?  After all, in the Christological hymn (which represents the foundation of the theology of 
the letter) Paul assumes the Jewish narrative of the creator God and the fall of mankind (though adding 
the distinctly Christian aspect of reconciliation via the cross).  If it were traditional Judaism the 
Colossians were in danger of being led astray by, we would expect to find a letter that focuses more on 
why Christianity is superior to Judaism.  This is not what we find.   
 O'Brien suggests that at Colossae, “the sacred days were to be kept for the sake of the 'elemental 
spirits of the universe,' those astral powers who directed the course of the stars and regulated the order 
of the calendar.  So Paul is not condemning the use of sacred days or seasons as such; it is the wrong 
motive involved when the observance of these days is bound up with the recognition of the elemental 
spirits.”   While I believe Paul would agree with the assumption of O'Brien's statement (that the 611
sacred days should not be kept for the elemental spirits of the universe), I do not think there is evidence 
in the text to suggest that is what is going on, and consideration of v.17 will help bear that out.   
 In v.17, the reason given for why the Colossians should not let people pass judgment on them is 
because these things “are a shadow of the things to come, but the substance belongs to Christ.”  In 
other words, the problem is not simply that they are doing these things in order to pacify the elemental 
spirits (which they might be, too); the problem is just that these things are not as good as the 
alternative.   Wright says the following:  612
The phrase 'of the things that were to come,' which qualifies 'shadow,' shows that the proper 
contrast is between the old age and the new.  Christ has inaugurated the 'age to come.'  The 
regulations of Judaism were designed for the period when the people of God consisted of one 
racial, cultural and geographical unit, and are simply put out of date now that this people is 
becoming a world-wide family.  They were the 'shadows' that the approaching new age casts 
before it.  Now that the reality is come, there is no point clinging to the shadows.  And the 
reality belongs to Christ.    613
 The age to come is not described in the immediate context, but the “things to come” are 
 Sappington (1991:205) says that because the οὖν of v.16 connects what follows with v.15 “the ὅτι of v.9 suggests that the 608
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mentioned and this agrees with what we see elsewhere in Colossians.  We are told that the work of 
Christ involves the reconciliation of all things and the renewal of those within mankind who follow 
him.  The objection to the Colossians allowing people to coerce them into following the old ways does 
not have to be because they were worshipping the elemental forces thereby,  but because the old ways 614
were really meant as a warm-up to prepare man for the real thing.  Now that the movie is playing, there 
is no point in continuing to watch the trailer.   
 Some commentators think that the false teaching (especially as described in v.18) involved 
ascetic practices in an attempt to be able to worship with the angels.   Lane, for example, says “The 615
expression “worship of angels” in Col 2:18 signifies not the veneration of angelic creatures by men but 
the worship directed toward God by the angels.  By rigorous asceticism and extended fasting, the false 
teachers contended, men could experience visionary ascent and witness the angelic service into which 
even they might enter.”   Part of the reason he and others think this comes from the word 616
ταπεινοφροσύνῃ.  Lane says “ταπεινοφροσύνῃ is a technical term for fasting with the intention of 
inducing visions and visionary ascent into the heavenly realm.”   Dunn thinks “It is quite possible, 617
therefore, to envisage a Jewish (or Christian Jewish) synagogue in Colossae which was influenced by 
such ideas and which delighted in their worship sabbath by sabbath as a participation in the worship of 
the angels in heaven.  In this case the 'humility' associated with this worship could very well denote the 
spiritual discipline and mortification (particularly, but not only, fasting) regarded as essential to 
maintain the holiness required to participate with the holy ones and the holy angels.”    618
 Paul objects to this because the teachers of the Colossian philosophy apparently were telling the 
Christians that if they did not participate in these practices they would be “disqualified.”  Lane points 
out the “sharp contrast between God who qualifies and man who is prepared to disqualify.”   This 619
refers back to Col 1.12 which says that God has qualified the Colossians to share in the inheritance of 
the saints in light.  The unspoken (but assumed) point behind this is: if God qualified you, how could 
man possibly disqualify you?  After all, the head of the body is Christ, and from connection with the 
head, the whole body is nourished and grows (2.19).   
 There are two points the Colossians should take away from this.  First, if they have already been 
given what they need through Christ, it does not matter what anyone else says.  Those people cannot 
give them what they need, nor can they take what the Colossians already have.  Second, as Rowland 
points out, “The problem with the teaching is its insistence on further rites [2.16] and experiences 
[2.18] in order to embrace the fullness of religion.  It is this aspect which Paul finds so unhealthy.”   620
As we saw in 2.9-15, connection to Christ is not only a necessary condition to experience the fullness 
of God, it is a sufficient condition.  There is nothing else one needs, whether rites, experiences, or the 
approval of men, to be filled, and it is only in Christ that one can find it.   
 Dunn makes an interesting point about the final phrase of v.18, which would invalidate the 
 Though, they still might have been.  614
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philosophy's entire foundation for argument.  He says: 
The most stinging part of the rebuke, however, would have been the final phrase, 'by his mind 
of flesh.'  For in a Hellenistic context, as Philo again well illustrates, it was precisely the 'mind' 
which would have been the medium by means of which the person could enter the higher 
realms, the logos of human rationality, itself part of the medium of the divine Logos that 
interpenetrated the cosmos.  In such a scheme 'mind' and 'flesh' were quite antithetical since it 
was impossible for the divine substance to mingle with the material.  To speak of 'the mind of 
flesh,' was therefore in effect to deny that this Colossian worshipper with angels could ever have 
'lifted off' from earth: even his mind was 'flesh,' fast bound to earth.    621
 Since Paul was saying that there is no way that a mind of flesh could ever ascend to heaven, it 
makes perfect sense why he would say that these teachers are puffed up and without reason.  Not only 
could the Colossians never have anything taken away from them that Christ had given them (i.e. be 
disqualified), neither do these teachers actually have anything they claim to have.  They are teachers 
who make claims but cannot deliver on their promises.   
 Moving to v.19, the emphasis shifts from the bankruptcy of the philosophy's claims to the fact 
that the Colossians have left the very thing that gives them strength.  Rowland says “It was illegitimate, 
therefore, for the believer to look outside his relationship with Christ for knowledge of the world above 
(2.19), as the very essence of divinity was to be found in his person (2.9).”   O'Brien thinks that this 622
criticism is even more devastating than the one in v.18: “the self-inflation and pride in these private 
religious experiences come from not maintaining contact with Christ, the head.”    623
 I think, however, that these two criticisms are really two sides of the same coin.  The philosophy 
is criticized for being bankrupt and unable to deliver on its promises, and the Colossians are warned 
against turning away from the only person who can actually deliver on his promises.  The point Paul is 
making is if Christ really is who we believe he is (1.15-20), no one but him can deliver.  In Christ, the 
Colossians have true revelation of the Father, because they know Him through His Son; and in Christ, 
the Colossians are being renewed into the true people of God and have become part of Christ’s body, 
the Church.   
 As we said previously, any philosophical or religious system can provide a code of conduct by 
which one can order his or her life.  But, it is only in Christ that one can find rescue from the domain of 
darkness and transference into the kingdom of God’s beloved Son, in whom they have redemption, the 
forgiveness of sins.  This statement is given in 1.13-14, but the reasoning is given in 2.9-15.  True 
fullness exists only in Christ, because the fullness of deity dwells in him.  Through Christ’s death and 
resurrection and the identification of believers into him, they are able to share in his transcendence of 
death and receive the forgiveness of sins.  This is something the alternate philosophy cannot offer.  
 Wright sums it up by saying “The underlying point of this short description of the church as 
Christ's body is that, while the false teaching might try to exclude the Colossians from membership in 
God's people, in reality it is they, not the Colossians, who are in danger of being excluded.  The true 
 Dunn (1996b:184-5), O’Brien (1982:146) says “Perhaps the opponents boasted (εἰκῇ means “without cause”) they were 621
directed by the mind (ὑπὸ τοῦ νοὸς); Paul's answer is, yes.  But a mind of the flesh! (τῆς σαρκὸς is a possessive or 
characterizing genitive).  
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test of whether or not one belongs to God's people is neither the observance of dietary laws and Jewish 
festivals, nor the cultivation of super-spiritual experiences, but whether one belongs to Christ, alive 
with his life.”    624
2.20-23 
εἰ ἀπεθάνετε σὺν Χριστῷ ἀπὸ τῶν στοιχείων τοῦ κόσµου τί ὡς ζῶντες ἐν κόσµῳ δογµατίζεσθε µὴ ἅψῃ 
µηδὲ γεύσῃ µηδὲ θίγῃς ἅ ἐστιν πάντα εἰς φθορὰν τῇ ἀποχρήσει κατὰ τὰ ἐντάλµατα καὶ διδασκαλίας 
τῶν ἀνθρώπων ἅτινά ἐστιν λόγον µὲν ἔχοντα σοφίας ἐν ἐθελοθρησκίᾳ καὶ ταπεινοφροσύνῃ καὶ ἀφειδίᾳ 
σώµατος οὐκ ἐν τιµῇ τινι πρὸς πλησµονὴν τῆς σαρκός 
 In these verses, Paul reminds the Colossians that they have died with Christ, which has 
produced a radical shift in their lives.  Bruce says “Here the argument presented to the Colossian 
Christians is that, as death severs the bond which bound them to the service of the principalities and 
powers, why then should they go on submitting to the rules imposed by those powers?”   It would 625
appear from v.20 that the assumption is that as long as one is in this world, he is under the control of 
the powers of this world.  Upon death, one leaves this world.  However, if a person dies with Christ, he 
leaves the control of this world's powers but remains in this world.  Presumably, then, there must be a 
reason for staying in this world, i.e., something to do.  This “something to do” is probably the job of the 
Colossians as part of the Church, since we saw in the hymn that the Church is the way Christ works in 
the world.   
 By no longer being under the control of the earthly powers and authorities, the reference point 
for one’s life changes.  Dunn says, “It must mean that they are no longer to live under the authority of 
'the elemental forces' which rule 'the world,' living lives determined by reference to those forces, living 
as though the world itself was ultimately determined by such factors, as though the values and conduct 
which they stood for were what really counted in daily life.  The death of Christ spelled the end of all 
such systems; his death and resurrection provided the key insight into the reality of the world.  Why 
look anywhere else for the basis of daily living?”   Something about the death of Christ was able to 626
touch a deeper level of significance than anything the philosophy had to offer.  What was this?  What 
was this “key insight into the reality of the world?”    627
 Paul says the Colossians are no longer alive in the world (ἐν κόσµῳ, 2.20).  In the following two 
verses (v.21-22), he references what must be characteristic teachings of the philosophy “Do not taste, 
do not touch.”  In v.23 he says that these are aimed at stopping the indulgence of the flesh, though he 
denies that these exercises are effective.  When we compare what is said about the philosophy in these 
verses to what Paul says about Christianity in the next chapter, we see two very different pictures of 
spirituality.   
 The positive commands that Paul gives are about focusing oneself on love, putting others first, 
and acting in a manner that will allow one to live in peace with those around him.  This looks much 
different that developing the ability to go without food for a time.  On Paul’s view, physical discipline 
such as fasting might be able to make a small, positive difference in a person (since these things are a 
 Wright (1986:124)624
 Bruce (1984e:125-6), It would be an interesting question to ask how dying with Christ enables one to no longer have to 625
submit to the service of the principalities and powers, but the context does not give an answer.  
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shadow of the things to come), but in the end, it is still focused on the things of the earth.  The 
philosophers are attempting to show the Colossians a more heavenly way, but ironically, they are 
actually giving them earthly commands “Do not taste, do not touch.”  They are telling the Colossians to 
master their flesh to became more spiritual.  Paul (in chapter 3) says to grow in the spirit to become 
more spiritual.  The philosophy focus on the things of the earth, while Christianity focuses on heavenly 
things.    628
 However, even if we could say that the adherents of this alternative philosophy were well-
meaning, in v.22 Paul portrays the philosophy itself as dangerous.  O'Brien says “Behind the phrase lies 
the wording of Isaiah 29:13 (LXX) which reads: ‘But in vain do they worship me teaching the 
commands and doctrines of men’ (ἐντάλµατα ἀνθρώπων καὶ διδασκαλίας ).  In the original context the 
prophet complains that Israel's religion is not a personal knowledge of God but a set of conventional 
rules learned by rote.  The text was cited by Jesus in the Gospels (Mark 7:7; cf Matt 15:9) in his dispute 
with the Pharisees and scribes about the ‘tradition of men’ (ἡ παράδοσις τῶν ἀνθρώπων), by which the 
Jews had nullified the word of God.”   The root of the issue appears to be a a mistaken order of 629
importance.  God is the highest authority and His commandments should come first.  However, by 
referencing the rebuke of Isaiah, Paul is saying that this philosophy is placing the commandments of 
men above the commandments of God (when they should come underneath those of God).  The order is 
mistaken.   
 Not only are the commandments focused on the things of earth rather than the things of heaven, 
and have a mistaken hierarchy (placing man’s commands over God’s), but v.23 makes it clear that these 
commandments do not even achieve their desired goal – stopping the indulgence of the flesh.  Dunn 
says “In short, the line of criticism at this point is probably to acknowledge much that appears 
admirable in the religious praxis of the Colossian Jews here in view, but with the added final reminder 
that severity to the body can be just another form of pandering to the flesh.”   The adherents of the 630
philosophy are trying hard to make themselves more holy.  But, the only thing they are accomplishing 
is making themselves feel holy because of their efforts.  Rather than effectively combatting the flesh as 
they intended, they are actually feeding it.  They have come full circle and caused the very thing they 
were trying to avoid.  All of this, Paul says, is hopeless - the way of the philosophers will not get you 
where you want to go.  So, given that you are dead to the world's ways (which will not even get you 
where you want to go anyway), why would you follow them?  There is, however, a better way.  This 
will be covered in the next section, which begins in 3.1.   
Significance 
 There is an interesting paradox here between the valuing of the physical via the fullness dwelling bodily in Christ and the 628
assumption of a bodily resurrection compared with the devaluing of the physical by emphasizing the spiritual.  It is as if 
Paul were saying that there is nothing wrong with the physical, per se; it is actually good.  However, there is too much 
emphasis on the things of this world.  
 O'Brien (1982:151), On the issue of rule-following, Henderson (2006:426) says the following: “Indeed, the writer goes 629
so far as to ascribe ‘rule-following’ to the realm of the stoicheia … This question [2.20] sounds a clear hermeneutical 
warning: life in Christ precludes the possibility of viewing any human tradition in dogmatic terms.  To place oneself 
under the lordship of Christ is to submit not to regulations that divide and distinguish but to the power of God that works 
to reconcile the world.”  
 Dunn (1996b:198), Hollenbach (1979:254) would say that these commands actually lead “to the fulfillment of the flesh,” 630
but the point is the same.  
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 In 2.6-23, Paul aims to show that the philosophy does not measure up to Christianity in either its 
theology or its practical results.  While there is no direct explanation of the Colossian philosophy, there 
does not really need to be.  The statements Paul makes in 2.9-15 are sufficient to show why Christianity 
is superior to any other philosophy or religion.  Everything that Paul says the Colossians have received 
is to be found in Christ and in Christ alone (remembering what was said about Christ in chapter 1 and 
why he is unique).  In Christ, the Colossians have received entrance into the new people of God, 
forgiveness from moral transgressions as part of this new relationship, and freedom from the powers 
that stood against them.  Through dying and rising with Christ, the Colossians are no longer part of the 
earthly world (even though they continue to live in it) but have become part of the one above.  All of 
this has come about through the person and work of Christ, which means there is no point in trying to 
find something better outside of Christ both because no one else is in a position to provide more nor is 
there anything more to be had.   
 On the practical side, the philosophy is little more than empty promises.  Paul says that despite 
the philosophers’ claims to provide access to the heavenly and to make the adherents more spiritual, 
they cannot deliver.  Their ascetic teachings only focus one more on the earthly, and while there might 
be some usefulness to what they teach, ultimately it is just as shadow of the things to come (2.17).  On 
the contrary, the lifestyle Paul will promote (chapter 3) actually improves the spiritual condition of 
man.   
 One of the main themes we see in Colossians is the person and work of Christ.  In 1.15-20, Paul 
focuses on the person of Christ; in 2.11-15, he looks closely at the work of Christ and how it affects 
Christian believers.  Together, these two passages work to explain both Christ’s supremacy and his 
sufficiency.  Here in 2.11-15, the emphasis is on the Colossians' relationship to him and what he has 
done for them.  All of this is meant to show why the Colossians should lives their lives κατὰ Χριστόν 
and not κατὰ τὴν παράδοσιν τῶν ἀνθρώπων or κατὰ τὰ στοιχεῖα τοῦ κόσµου.  
 Any philosophical or religious system can provide a code of conduct by which one can order his 
or her life.  But, it is only in Christ that one can find rescue from the domain of darkness and 
transference into the kingdom of God’s beloved Son, in whom they have redemption, the forgiveness of 
sins (1.13-14).  In 2.11-15, we are told why 1.13-14 is possible.  Through Christ’s death and 
resurrection and the entrance of believers into the new people of God, they are able to share in his 
victory.  Because it is only Christ who is the creator and redeemer of mankind, it is only in Christ that 
salvation is possible.  Without the work of Christ and the believers’ relationship to him, the new life 
would not be possible.   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12. Life with Christ (3.1-4.6 minus 3.18-4.1) 
Introduction 
 We looked at the structure surrounding 3.1 in detail in the outline, so there is no need to do it 
again.  What we should remember, though, before we look at these verses is how they are meant to 
function and how they connect with what comes before them.  3.1-4 serve as the foundation for the 
paraenetic section.  These verses do not serve as an introduction, per se, because an introduction is 
meant to “introduce” the audience to the main themes.  Instead, these verses give a theological basis for 
the themes in the rest of the section.  3.1-4 emphasize the need to focus on the things above rather than 
the things on earth.  The practical application and the pattern of life the Colossians are to follow flow 
from a focus on the things above.   
 We should remember, though, that while 3.1 begins the paraenetic section, there are very strong 
ties to the material that comes before it, and it is somewhat artificial to separate the two.  Colossians 
3.1, εἰ οὖν συνηγέρθητε τῷ Χριστῷ… (If then you have been raised with Christ …), provides the 
counterbalance to 2.20, εἰ ἀπεθάνετε σὺν Χριστῷ… (If you died with Christ …).  Taken together these 
two phrases (which assume a positive answer) should be seen as a clear reference to the cross.  Dunn 
thinks these two headings can be linked back to the “downside” and “upside” of 2.12 – the believer 
being buried and raised with Christ.    631
 Next, while 3.1 begins a new theme, we are really looking at the logical result of a theme rather 
than a new, disjunct theme.  The thematic statement in 2.6-7 said ὡς οὖν παρελάβετε τὸν Χριστὸν 
Ἰησοῦν τὸν κύριον ἐν αὐτῷ περιπατεῖτε …  Beliefs and actions are strongly connected throughout this 
letter and are not separate from one another.  It would be impossible, therefore, to separate the 
paraenetic section from its theological foundations.   
 Finally, there is a strong connection with the last section through Paul’s comparison of 
Christianity with the philosophy.  He just finished making a critique of how the philosophy has both 
bad theology and bad praxis.  In 2.9-15, Paul explained the good theology of Christianity, but he has 
yet to explain its good praxis.  He does that here, so while this is a new section, we should really 
consider it an extension of all the themes we have been looking at up to this point.   
3.1-4 
εἰ οὖν συνηγέρθητε τῷ Χριστῷ τὰ ἄνω ζητεῖτε οὗ ὁ Χριστός ἐστιν ἐν δεξιᾷ τοῦ θεοῦ καθήµενος τὰ ἄνω 
φρονεῖτε µὴ τὰ ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς ἀπεθάνετε γάρ καὶ ἡ ζωὴ ὑµῶν κέκρυπται σὺν τῷ Χριστῷ ἐν τῷ θεῷ ὅταν ὁ 
Χριστὸς φανερωθῇ ἡ ζωὴ ὑµῶν τότε καὶ ὑµεῖς σὺν αὐτῷ φανερωθήσεσθε ἐν δόξῃ  
 In these verses, we see Paul’s transition from theology to praxis.  In the last two chapters, he has 
been explaining Christian theology to the Colossians - focusing especially on who Christ is and what he 
has done for believers.  Beginning with v.5, Paul will explain what the Christian life should look like.  
Here, in v.1-4, we see Paul connect beliefs and actions via eschatology.   
 Harvey says “Participation and anticipation are combined in these verses.  The believer has 
been ‘raised up with’ (συνηγέρθητε) Christ (Col 3:1).  He/she has died, and his/her life has been hidden 
‘with’ (σὺν) Christ in God (3:3).  These events are past.  Yet there is also the future anticipation that 
 Dunn (1996b:202)631
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believers will be revealed “with” (σὺν) him in glory (3:4).  The result of these facts is a new mindset – 
a mind set on things above, not on things below (3:2) – that will have a radical impact on present 
ethical conduct (3:5-17).”    632
 To begin with, what Paul is showing the Colossians is that their past actions have future 
consequences.  They have died and have been raised with Christ.  On Paul’s view, that means that they 
will appear with him in glory - a point which is taken as a fact in these verses.  Paul then takes this fact 
and says effectively “since X is the way things are/will be, go ahead and do Y now.”  In these verses, he 
makes the case that the Colossians are now part of the world above based on the fact that they have 
been raised with Christ and this is where Christ is (seated at the right hand of God, 3.1).  The X part of 
this statement is “since you have been raised with Christ, are part of the world above (technically if not 
yet in actuality), and will appear with him in glory, therefore …”  The Y part of the statement is to “set 
your minds on the things above” (3.2).  3.1-4 essentially says “Since you have died and been raised 
with Christ, you have joined him and become a part of the world above.  Therefore, set your mind on 
the things above.”    633
 Here we have the foundation for the moral statements Paul will be making through the rest of 
the paraenetic section.  Because the Colossians belong to the world above (and will be in it one day), 
they should start acting like it now.  However, while we have made the first step from Christian 
theology to a Christian life via a focus on the things above, the moral life does not simply “happen” as 
a result of focusing on the things above.  The fact that a paraenetic section exists at all shows that Paul 
thought the Colossians needed to be encouraged/exhorted to follow the moral life.  And yet, this does 
seem a bit odd considering the way Paul presents the Colossians’ state in theological terms.  In 
Colossians, when Paul is speaking on theological topics, he presents things as having already been 
completed.  The Colossians have already been rescued and delivered.  They have already died and been 
raised with Christ.  Yet, beginning with v.5, Paul will exhort the Colossians to live moral lives.  Moule 
says “In a nutshell, the Christian command is a perplexing one: ‘Become what you are!’”    634
 Perhaps, the resolution can be found in the situation of the Colossians.  They have taken part in 
death and resurrection with Christ, yet their renewal has not been completed.  In chapter two, the 
metaphor of second burial was used to describe the Colossians’ relationship to Christ.  Like a corpse 
that has died and is given time for the flesh to rot away (first burial) before the bones are collected and 
are finally buried (second burial), so the Colossians have died with Christ and need time for their 
earthly parts to rot away before their renewal will be complete.  The idea that renewal is a process and 
not a single, momentary act will be confirmed by 3.9-10 specifically and the need for moral exhortation 
generally.  The Colossians began that process at their conversion, but it is not complete.  They have 
already died and been raised with Christ, but not yet have they been perfected.   
 In some sense then, the change in the lives of the believers is not yet complete.  But, what has 
actually changed?  Dunn says the following: 
The very fact that an exhortation to “seek what is above” was required and needed to be 
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repeated (“set your minds on what is above,” 3:2) is sufficient indication that what was in mind 
was a change of perspective, not (yet) a (complete) ontological change.  It is the sort of change 
which follows from complete identification with another person or cause, when the service of 
that person or cause becomes all-consuming, the basic determiner of all priorities, the bubbling 
spring of a motivation, resolution, and application which perseveres despite even repeated 
setbacks.    635
Is the dying and rising with Christ all about changing perspective without any real ontological 
difference, or has something actually changed about the believer?   
 Ridderbos thinks that the answer is that the Colossians experience what Christ experienced with 
his death and resurrection.  He says “Understood in this way the expression old and new man retains a 
supra-individual significance; this transition has been effected in their lives because they have been 
incorporated into the body of Christ by baptism, and they may thus apply to themselves in faith that 
which has taken place in Christ.”   On his view, whatever is “old” for the Colossians must also be 636
claimed of whatever was “old” of Christ on the cross.   
 As Ridderbos would say, we are speaking here in redemptive-historical eschatological terms – 
for Christ had nothing sinful about him.   The life associated with this world was crucified on the 637
cross and the new, glorified life began with the resurrection.  As Christians, the Colossians have the 
opportunity to not only make the same eschatological transition but also to begin the process (rather 
than a single act) now, while they are still alive.  They can begin to look more like what they will look 
like in glory, now.   
 Our previous question was: is there an ontological difference in the person who became a 
Christian?  From Ridderbos' point of view, the focus is not ontological but rather eschatological.  In 
other words, what occurs is a change in focus - Christ’s interests have become the Colossians’ interests.  
In Christ, therefore, the Christian can begin to experience what he will be like in glory.  This is a 
process, not a single act; hence the importance of seeking the things that are above and setting one's 
mind on the things that are above, not on things that are on the earth.   
 It is not enough, however, to set one’s mind on the things above, τὰ ἄνω.  Belief/theology 
implies action.  Barram says “It is worth noting that attending to heavenly things in this context should 
not be interpreted as a “pie-in-the-sky” other worldliness, in which believers become so fixated on 
spiritual matters that they accomplish little earthly good.  The entire passage [3.1-17] suggests that a 
focus on the resurrection inspires, rather than impedes, tangible and appropriate conduct in this 
world.”   Bevere says “The believer has already been raised with Christ and therefore lives differently 638
here and now.”    639
 Furthermore, accepting the idea that “belief implies action” causes 3.1-4 to fit better into the 
subsequent context.  Immediately after this passage, Paul moves on to the actions that he expects the 
Colossians to remove from their lives as well as the actions he expects to define their lives.  Hay says, 
“For him the ‘things that are on earth’ are immoral desires and actions (3:5-9) and the ‘things that are 
above’ pertain to the hidden relationship with the exalted Christ and God that underlies Christian 
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existence in the present world (3:10-4:6).”   The Colossians will soon be told to put to death 640
(νεκρώσατε, 3.5) and put off (ἀπόθεσθε, 3.8) actions that are of this world and put on (ἐνδύσασθε, 
3.12) actions that are from above.  A lifestyle change is the consequence of a renewed focus as well as 
the working out of a new identity “in Christ.”   
 What we learn from these verses is that the process of renewal has begun but has not yet 
finished.  Paul is making the point that they have already died and have been raised (eschatologically), 
however, it is obvious that they have not physically died and been raised.  So, while they are still 
present on this earth, their life in hidden with Christ (Col 3.3), and they will appear with him in glory 
(Col 3.4).  In the meantime, prior to their physical death and resurrection, they are to focus themselves 
on the things above, where Christ is (Col 3.1).  This involves dying to the ways of this world and living 
for the ways of the next.  This intense focus on the things above while leaving behind the ways of the 
world is the essence of the paraenetic section to follow.  Paul has explained who Christ is, what he has 
done for the Colossians, and why the alternative view falls short.  God has revealed Himself to the 
Colossians through Christ and is currently renewing them.  All that remains is for them to continue to 
focus on their renewal and to live out the new life/role they have been given.   
 The moral life, however, is not something the Colossians can (or are expected to) do on their 
own.  Certainly, we can point out that all ethical decisions are to be made with the view of having been 
raised with Christ, but we should finish the thought and say that it is only by being in Christ that the 
Colossians can achieve this ethical ideal.  Kim says “The recognition of eschatological redemption, 
which depends on union with Christ (who has ascended and is seated at the right hand of God), should 
be the foundation of Christian ethics.”    641
3.5-11 
νεκρώσατε οὖν τὰ µέλη τὰ ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς πορνείαν ἀκαθαρσίαν πάθος ἐπιθυµίαν κακήν καὶ τὴν 
πλεονεξίαν ἥτις ἐστὶν εἰδωλολατρία δι’ ἃ ἔρχεται ἡ ὀργὴ τοῦ θεοῦ ἐπὶ τοὺς υἱοὺς τῆς ἀπειθείας ἐν οἷς 
καὶ ὑµεῖς περιεπατήσατέ ποτε ὅτε ἐζῆτε ἐν τούτοις νυνὶ δὲ ἀπόθεσθε καὶ ὑµεῖς τὰ πάντα ὀργήν θυµόν 
κακίαν βλασφηµίαν αἰσχρολογίαν ἐκ τοῦ στόµατος ὑµῶν µὴ ψεύδεσθε εἰς ἀλλήλους ἀπεκδυσάµενοι 
τὸν παλαιὸν ἄνθρωπον σὺν ταῖς πράξεσιν αὐτοῦ καὶ ἐνδυσάµενοι τὸν νέον τὸν ἀνακαινούµενον εἰς 
ἐπίγνωσιν κατ’ εἰκόνα τοῦ κτίσαντος αὐτόν ὅπου οὐκ ἔνι Ἕλλην καὶ Ἰουδαῖος περιτοµὴ καὶ 
ἀκροβυστία βάρβαρος Σκύθης δοῦλος ἐλεύθερος ἀλλὰ τὰ πάντα καὶ ἐν πᾶσιν Χριστός 
 In 3.1-4, the Colossians were told to set their minds on the things above and not on the things on 
the earth, τὰ ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς.  In 3.5 Paul says, νεκρώσατε οὖν τὰ µέλη τὰ ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς, which probably is an 
intentional use of the same phrase from 3.2 as well as a contrast with τὰ ἄνω.  With v.3.5ff., we move 
from Paul’s exhortation to focus on the things above to his exhortation to the Colossians to bring their 
lives into conformity with those things - the first step of which is to put to death the members which are 
on the earth.  The result of a change in focus should be a change in lifestyle.  
 Putting to death the members on the earth has had a history of interpretation in Christian 
thought that takes it in a direction that Paul did not intend it.  O’Brien explains:  
Putting to death those members which partake of the old nature is not the same as ‘mortification 
of the flesh’ traditionally understood … this latter phrase during its long history has acquired 
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certain associations, often standing for self-inflicted bodily pain through flagellation as 
practiced by ascetics, or for ‘self-denial’ in the form of abstaining from what one enjoys so as to 
gain control over the body or acquire merit.  But true ‘mortification’ in the context of 
Colossians 3:5 has to do with a transformation of the will, a new attitude for the mind, a radical 
shifting of the very centre of the personality from self to Christ, such that ‘death’ to selfishness 
is by no means too strong a description.    642
 It is highly unlikely that Paul would be advocating a form of asceticism here given that in 
2.20-23, he argued against such a plan for spiritual improvement.  Wright says that rather than setting 
up a new hedge around the law “every Christian has the responsibility, before God, to investigate the 
lifelines of whatever sins are defeating him personally, and to cut them off without pity.”    643
 In the last section we said that Paul was telling the Colossians that as a result of dying and rising 
with Christ, they had joined the world above, where Christ is.  They are to focus their attention on the 
things above, because they now belong to that world even though they still live in this one.  Here, Paul 
is telling the Colossians that since they are part of the world above, they need to put to death the parts 
of them that are still attached to this world.  In other words, they cannot play for two teams at the same 
time; they must choose a side.  Since they have chosen to play on Christ’s team, they they must cut all 
ties with their previous (earthly) team.  In the following verses, Paul gives them two lists that spell out 
in concrete terms what this looks like in their day-to-day life.   
 Some have suggested that the lists of virtues and vices we are about to see in Colossians were taken from 
either Greco-Roman or Jewish ideas.   Maier, for example, says “The ideals of moral transformation the author 644
holds up for his readers (Col 3:5-11) are at home in imperial ethical ideals, especially in the representation of once 
unruly peoples brought into subjection to Roman morals.”   Others are willing to accept borrowing from other 645
schools of thought - but with modification.  Witherington and Wessels says “Paul adapts various early Jewish and 
Old Testament vice and virtue lists and uses them for his own purposes, most often to stress the contrast between 
what the believer once was and ought to be now.”    646
 Meeks, on the other hand, thinks the attempt to find parallels is not as fruitful as others might suggest.  He 
says “A century of study by historians of religions has demonstrated that there is hardly a belief in the New 
Testament for which some parallel cannot be found somewhere in its environments or antecedents.  But on balance 
these studies have also shown that these parallels, though often immensely illuminating, rarely explain the meaning 
and function of the given beliefs in their Christian contexts.”   On Stoicism, for example, O’Brien says “Christian 647
borrowing from Stoicism was limited … the four cardinal virtues (wisdom, manliness, self-control, righteousness) 
and corresponding vices (folly, cowardice, intemperance, injustice) are not present in the NT catalogues; and 
several of the so-called virtues in the NT lists were regarded as vices in Stoicism.”    648
 It is probably best, then, to consider these lists as having been influenced by existing ideas to a degree but 
not wholly dependent on them.  Paul was aware of other ethical schools of thought and certainly could have 
borrowed from them, but as Meeks said above, research into this topic has not been able to show that the early 
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Christians simply copied external ethical thought and imported it into their practices or documents wholesale.  We 
should, therefore, evaluate these lists as they stand and try to understand how Paul thought these particular virtues 
and vices connected into and flowed from the theology of the last two chapters.   
 The first list (v.5) of behaviors which the Colossians are to avoid begins with four examples of 
sexual vices.   The fourth behavior in the list, desire (ἐπιθυµίαν), is qualified with the word evil 649
(κακήν), because “‘desire’ by itself, which is what the Greek word means, could be used in a neutral 
sense.”   The fifth item in the list, greed (πλεονεξίαν ), seems a little different than the others at first 650 651
glance.  However, it is possible that this is not simply a random listing of vices but rather suggests a 
direction.  O’Brien thinks that the first catalogue of vices represents “a movement from the outward 
manifestations of sin to the inward cravings of the heart, the acts of immorality and uncleanness to their 
inner springs.”   If his suggestion is correct, then the list would represent a movement from the 652
external “immorality” (πορνεία is unlawful sexual intercourse and often rendered fornication ) to the 653
internal “evil desire.”  Greed, then, would be an extension of the list to a non-sexual act that belongs on 
the same spectrum of immorality.   
 To really make sense of this list, however, we need to understand the final phrase, ἥτις ἐστὶν 
εἰδωλολατρία (modifying greed).  Up to this point, it could seem like the moral commands do not 
connect with the letter’s theology.  Given the focus in the first two chapters on the person and work of 
Christ, it is a little difficult to see how sexual immorality and greed are related to this.  With the final 
term, idolatry, we have a connection with the letter’s theology.  
 Let us consider this list in reverse order.  Instead of starting with sexual sins and ending with 
idolatry as a description of greed, we will start with idolatry as the connecting point between theology 
and practice and work backwards.  For something to be idolatry, one must put something besides God 
in God’s place.  Another way to look at idolatry might be to say that anything that disrupts the proper 
order of importance can be called idolatry.  This makes it easier to see how we can fit sexual sins on the 
same spectrum with greed and call the whole thing idolatry.  It is the placing of oneself and one’s own 
desires above God and His desires for how man should live.   The proper order is God first and man 
second - not the other way around.   
 Dunn says that “‘Greed’ is a form of idolatry because it projects acquisitiveness and personal 
satisfaction as objective go(o)ds to be praised and served.”   It is a disruption of the order of 654
importance - man is placing himself above God.  Greed is making oneself the center of the universe.  
Sexual sin and greed are on the same spectrum of wrong actions in this passage.  Whether it is a 
physical act or an inward (evil) desire, it seeks gratify a perceived need in an inappropriate manner.  If 
God placed limits on the sexual interaction humans can have with one another, then to ignore those 
limits is to ignore God, place one’s own desires above God’s desires, and to commit idolatry by 
 Witherington and Wessels (2006:310), MacDonald (2007:101) says “The ethical guidelines of 3.5-17 begin with a list of 649
four vices that probably all have sexual connotation (immorality, impurity, passion and evil desire) and set a high moral 
standard.  Here, the author of Colossians is laying out the vices of the Gentile unbelieving world and it is not possible 
for us to determine which precise activities are intended.”  
 Wright (1986:134), Dunn (1996b:215) says it could even be used in a positive sense.  650
 BAGD, πλεονεξία, 824, “the state of desiring to have more than one’s due, greediness insatiableness, avarice, 651
covetousness.”
 O’Brien (1982:175)652
 BAGD, πορνεία, 854653
 Dunn (1996b:216)654
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replacing God with one’s own self.  Sexual sin is a particular instance of greed, and greed is a particular 
instance of idolatry.  Paul is showing the Colossians how a particular sin or set of sins (sexual) that are 
likely an issue at Colossae  relate back to the theology that has been the focus of the letter so far.  By 655
ignoring divine commands, Paul says, you are committing idolatry.  You have replaced Christ and his 
way with you and your own.  Idolatry is the key, here, to connecting the theology and practice.   
 The common theme that we see in this list of sins (culminating with idolatry) is a focus on self.  
Witherington and Wessels say that “The root sin of all sins is ultimately self-centeredness and 
selfishness, and greed is one of the more obvious forms of this orientation in life.  Self-centeredness is 
called idolatry in early Jewish and Christian contexts because it amounts to a form of self-worship, 
rather than giving God his due.”    656
 These actions result in the wrath of God, and there are two possibilities for what this could 
mean.  Wrath could be the consequences that follow from a failure to acknowledge and worship God as 
God.  Dunn says “In that case the wrath takes the form of God giving or allowing his human creatures 
what they want, leaving them to their own devices - the continuing avarice and abuse of sexual 
relations being its own reward.”   Alternatively, the judgment could be future-oriented and therefore 657
the justice of a holy God visited upon evil and wickedness.  I am not sure, though, that we need to 
consider these as separate ideas.   
 We have no direct answer in the text to the question of what happens to those who reject God, 
but it might be possible to suggest a possible answer (even if it is speculative) if we ask the question, 
What would it look like if what happened to those who reject Christ were simply the opposite of what 
happened to those who accept him?  I can think of three things that would characterize that outcome.   
 First, if those in Christ experience a progressively better knowledge of God (revelation), then 
those outside of Christ would experience a progressively worse knowledge of God.  Instead of being on 
an upward spiral in which one’s knowledge of God and one’s actions worked together in a way that 
produced a progressively clearer understanding of and relationship with the divine, so the opposite 
would be a dulling of the senses in which the knowledge of and relationship with one’s creator is 
progressively reduced.  While the revelation that believers start with will be increased in their walk 
with God, the revelation that unbelievers start with will be reduced in their walk away from God.   
 Second, if those in Christ are being continually restored into being truly human (renewal), then 
those who are outside of Christ are losing what humanity they have.  Whereas the believer experiences 
a renewal of self, the unbeliever experiences a destruction of self - that which makes one human is 
progressively stripped away as one lives in disobedience and hostility to God.  The person in Christ 
will experience a complete renewal of self at the end of his life into being truly human as the process 
that began in this life is completed.  The person outside Christ will finally lose the last shred of 
humanity as the de-humanizing process that began in this life is finally completed.   
 Finally, whereas believers will be revealed with Christ in glory, the unbelievers will receive the 
opposite.  This is harder to picture since the statement about what happens to believers only appears in 
one place (3.4), but it is worth including, because this is something that happens at the end of the 
 Dunn (1996b:213) “‘Catalogues of vice’ were standard items in ethical teaching of the time.  They were particularly 655
popular among the Stoics, but common also in Judaism … Nevertheless, such lists are never merely formal and always 
contain distinctive elements, presumably judged appropriate to the particular occasion.”  
 Witherington and Wessels (2006:310)656
 Dunn (1996b:216)657
!166
believer’s journey.  Presumably, unbelievers would experience the opposite of being revealed in glory - 
perhaps being exposed in shame in a similar way to the powers and authorities (2.15).   
 We cannot be too dogmatic about this, because Paul does not explicitly say anything about it in 
the letter.  However, I think it is a reasonable picture of what the alternative to believing in Christ is.  It 
makes the best sense of the text both here and elsewhere, and it mirrors what Paul says happens to 
believers.   
 V.7 describes the previous life of the Colossians.  Dunn says “The point is that such behavior 
used to characterize the Colossian Christians’ way of life: the aorist tense of the first verb sums up that 
previous behavior as a single event now past; the imperfect tense of the second verb, in contrast, 
indicates a sustained way of life.”   It is true that περιεπατήσατέ points to a single event in the past, 658
but because that verb is “to walk,” it speaks to the ongoing lives they lived.  The verb itself points 
toward an ongoing life; the tense indicates that that ongoing life is now behind them (as will the “once, 
but now” that appears in the next verse).   
 In this verse, we see the third contrast between the Colossians’ former way of life and their life 
in Christ (the first two are 1.21-22 and 2.13).  O’Brien says “Here, however, the ‘once-now’ antithesis 
functions rather differently.  The past behavior is characterized by the indicative mood, but instead of 
following this with another indicative to describe their present standing the apostle employs an 
imperative ‘put away’ (v 8) to spell out their new responsibilities in Christ.”   The reason for the 659
change in mood is obvious once one looks at which parties perform the actions.  The indicative is used 
in the first two instances, because the actions come from God or Christ, so the imperative is not only 
unnecessary but inappropriate.  V.7-8, however, describe not what has been done on the Colossians’ 
behalf but what they need to do in response to what has been done on their behalf.  The whole 
paraenetic section, then, functions like a “once, but now,” because both the former lives of the 
Colossians are described (the things they need to put to death/put away) as the lives they should live are 
described (the things they need to put on).   
 The second set of vices (3.8-9a) are not as complicated to understand as the first set, nor do they 
have a summary term.  They do, however, provide a different perspective on immoral behavior and our 
working hypothesis of selfishness as the central moral vice.  The first list is primarily focused on 
internal attitudes and an individual’s attempts at self-gratification.  The second list is more external and 
focuses on vices which are destructive of relationships with other people.  Anger, wrath, malice, 
slander, and obscene talk combined with the telling of lies are all harmful to healthy social relations.  
Certainly, one could argue that the first set of vices are harmful to social relations and the second set 
have internal components, but we are painting with broad strokes.   
 Speaking to the social element of these vices, Wright points out “Among the most dangerous 
seeds are untruths: Do not lie to each other,”  and O’Brien says “The social effects of untrustworthy 660
promises and pledges are enormous.”   Another example from the list is anger,  which is something 661 662
 Dunn (1996b:217)658
 O’Brien (1982:185-6)659
 Wright (1986:137)660
 O’Brien (1982:188)661
 It is worth noting that the anger mentioned here is probably not the anger one might feel at one person doing evil to 662
someone who is helpless, i.e. a “righteous” anger.  Given that the other words in this list are wrath, malice, slander, and 
obscene talk, the anger in view is probably an anger that one should not have.  
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that can be extremely damaging to the social structure when expressed.  However, even if anger is not 
expressed, it will change the attitude of the one who is angry towards the object of his or her anger and 
still negatively impact the social structure.   
 The first list is primarily about pleasing oneself, which might have negative consequences to 
others.  I mean “negative,” here, in the sense of actively hurting others.  There is another sense in 
which these actions could be negative in that by focusing solely on pleasing oneself instead of looking 
to the good of others, one becomes a person who is no longer useful to the community.  This is not a 
sense we often think of in an individualistic culture, but a group-oriented culture would have probably 
thought about social impact first.   
 The second list is primarily about pleasing oneself at the expense of others.  Both these lists of 
vices are focused around a single issue: self-centeredness.   Both lists are about the individual doing 663
whatever is desirable for himself/herself without consideration for others.  The first list is about self-
gratification, which promotes the self by ignoring others and their thoughts/feelings/needs.  The second 
list is about self-promotion whereby one pulls oneself up by bringing others down.  While the two lists 
vary widely in their lists of actions, they are both manifestations of the same attitude: self-centeredness.  
The first list calls this idolatry, and while we do not see a similar summary in the second list, I think the 
same characterization applies.  God is replaced by self, and everyone and everything else comes 
second.   
 Self-centeredness is the central moral vice and the primary characteristic of the lives the 
Colossians used to live.  But now (νυνὶ δὲ), they are to live differently, focus on the things above 
(3.1-4), and put to death/put away the old ways (3.5, 8).   
 Two questions immediately present themselves: “Why should one live the new way instead of 
the old?” and “Why are believers told to act in a particular manner?”  The first question (which focuses 
on the believer’s response to God’s commands) has actually already been answered.  By classifying 
these vices as idolatry, we move back into theology and the relevant question becomes “Who belongs 
at the center of your (the Colossians’) universe?”  The answer given in the first two chapters of the 
letter is Christ.  All of the reasoning we previously discussed concerning the person and work of Christ 
which explains why he belongs at both the center of the universe and the center of the Colossians’ 
universe answers the question “why should one live the new way instead of the old?”  The answer to 
the second question (which asks why God commanded believers to act in this particular way in the first 
place) can be found in v.9-11.   
 The key to understanding the meaning of v.9-11 is the word εἰκὼν.  If one remembers chapter 1, 
the Colossians’ creator, Christ, was described as the εἰκὼν τοῦ θεοῦ τοῦ ἀοράτου.  Christ is the 
representative of the invisible God - if one wants to know more about God, he needs to look at Christ.  
Here, in chapter 3, the Colossians are to put on the “new man” which is being renewed in knowledge 
κατ’ εἰκόνα τοῦ κτίσαντος αὐτόν.  The Colossians are to bear the image of Christ as Christ bears the 
 Malherbe (1986:31) speaks of “the general conviction that philosophy educates one away from the passions toward self-663
control or the sober life.  It was a common notion among philosophers that the king should embody the ideal human 
qualities.”  The person who is in control of the fate of others needs to live a life that is centered on others rather than on 
self.  The king was the special focus of this moral exhortation (no doubt) because of the effect of his actions on others.  
In like manner, if Christians are responsible for revealing Christ to the world as well as renewing the world around them, 
they are in a position of even greater responsibility than an earthly king, because they are working for something greater 
than an earthly kingdom.  If they lived self-centered lives, not only would they be unlikely to accomplish their tasks, but 
they may actually cause harm.  
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image of the invisible God.  The Colossians are, therefore, to be the representatives of Christ.   
 To understand the importance of the language about the Colossians as the representatives/
images of Christ, we need to consider the function of symbols in religion.  Perhaps the place to start is 
Geertz’s classic definition of a religion.  He says the following: 
A religion is: (1) a system of symbols which acts to (2) establish powerful, pervasive, and long-
lasting moods and motivations in men by (3) formulating conceptions of a general order of 
existence and (4) clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that (5) the moods 
and motivations seem uniquely realistic.    664
The essence of Geertz’s definition of religion is that it is a system of symbols; all of the other points 
describe how these symbols function.  He says later that “sacred symbols function to synthesize a 
people’s ethos … and their world view - the picture they have of the way things in sheer actuality are, 
their most comprehensive ideas of order.”    665
 Like Geertz, Hanegraaff defines religion in terms of symbols.  He says “Religion = any 
symbolic system which influences human action by providing possibilities for ritually maintaining 
contact between the everyday world and a more general meta-empirical framework of meaning.”   666
Here we notice the still-prominent place of symbols in religion.  Symbols, therefore, will help us 
evaluate a religion internally: what does it mean to the people who believe/follow it?   So, what is a 667
symbol?   
 Firth says that symbols are signs that have a “complex series of associations, often of emotional 
kind, and difficult (some would say, impossible) to describe in terms other than partial 
representation.”   Mach is perhaps more helpful when he describes symbols as communication.  He 668
says “This is the major and most obvious function of symbols … [Symbols] are necessary because the 
ideas and emotions which they represent cannot be represented, perceived and communicated in a 
different, nonsymbolic way.”    669
 In religions contemporary to early Christianity, symbolism via an image of a god/goddess was 
the norm.  The way in which a particular deity was represented told the worshipper something about 
that deity.  As an example, let us consider the images/statues of Artemis of Ephesia.  Rogers says “All 
the statues of Artemis Ephesia found by Miltner in the prytaneion have distinct iconographic features 
and can be interpreted individually as evoking Artemis’s different functions and spheres of power.  Yet 
we should not overlook the fact that all of the statues share certain features in common, most 
 Geertz (1966:4), Asad (1983:238, 246) disagrees with Geertz’s concept of religion and says 1) no comprehensive 664
definition can be created and 2) Geertz left out the concept of power.  However, Asad’s criticisms of Geertz’s definition 
of religion, he (Asad) did not say anything against the use of symbol in religion - which is what we are talking about.  
All we are trying to draw from Geertz is the central role symbols play in religion.  
 Geertz (1973:89), also Rodrigues and Harding (2009:60)665
 Hanegraaff (1999:371)666
 However, while symbols will help us understand what a religion meant to the people following it, they will not be so 667
effective in helping us compare two religions.  To address that question, we need to evaluate them externally and ask a 
different question: is it true?  Paul’s argument for the truth of Christianity rested not on the efficacy of his view in 
helping one live one’s daily life but on the supremacy of Christ.  That is something for which one could potentially 
provide arguments (such as an argument that Christ really rose from the dead).  
 Firth (1973:75). For similar definitions, see Eco (1984:130-1) and Cohen (1976:23-4). 668
 Mach (1993:35), Mach actually goes on to say that the ideas symbols communicated can be shared in a nonsymbolic 669
way, but the language discourse would require “very long, complicated and difficult verbalization, which would be 
incomprehensible for at least most of the people to whom the message is addressed.”  
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suggestively the pendants on Artemis’s chest and bees on the sides of her skirt.”   Rogers does point 670
out that scholars argue over the meaning of the pendants, whether they were “the scrota of bulls, rows 
of the Hittite leather bag known as ‘kursa,’ hilltops, or amber pendants that were attached to the 
original wooden statue of the goddess in the Artemision.”   However, while there is not agreement 671
over the meaning of the pendants, there is no disagreement that the pendants stood for something.  The 
point is that the image of a deity is not meant to describe what that deity actually looked like but rather 
the image was meant to symbolize things about the character and nature of the deity.   
 What we find in Colossians in one sense is exactly the same, but in another it is wholly 
different.  The function of images within Christianity is the same.  Christ is described as the image of 
the invisible God (1.15), and the characteristics attributed to him are meant to describe the one whose 
image he is (the invisible God).  The Colossian believers are described as being renewed in the image 
of their creator, Christ (3.9-10), and they are meant to represent Christ to the outside world.  What 
should be immediately obvious, however, is that the nature of the images is different.  The images Paul 
is talking about are not carved figurines with religious symbols on them - the images in Colossians are 
living beings.  This point actually answers a question we mentioned above (one that is usually very 
difficult to answer): “Why are believers told to act in a particular manner?” or alternatively “What is 
the purpose of moral commands?”   
 Modern Christians will sometimes say something to the effect that man was designed to 
function in a particular way, and if he operates in a manner that accords with his Maker’s design, life 
will go better for him.  I think Paul would agree with this, insofar as it goes.  Sin certainly does have 
negative consequences (both in this life and the next), and acting rightly will makes things go better for 
the individual.  However, this is neither the whole story, nor is it the reason that we find in the letter.   
 The answer comes in Paul’s view of Christians as symbols - the Colossians are actually to 
become the symbols of Christ and be his representations/representatives on earth.  This answers the 
question above as to why the Colossians need to act in a certain way.  The reason this particular set of 
moral rules is commanded is that the Colossians are meant to reflect God.   In order to reflect God to 672
the world (revelation), the Colossians must act in a manner that accurately reflects His nature.  As such, 
they need to put aside their selfishness (the chief moral vice) and be selfless (which we will soon 
discover is the chief moral virtue).   
 In previous chapters, we looked at the concept of thanksgiving.  Thanksgiving is Paul’s 
response to the believer’s question “Why would I want to live as God tells me to?”  Paul would 
respond “Because of all the things He has done for you through Christ.”  Here, however, we are asking 
and answering a different question: “Why are believers told to act in a particular manner?”  Paul’s 
answer is not that God wants to curtail the Colossians’ fun or that God or Paul has any desire to make 
their lives unpleasant.  He does not even make the argument that following the moral guidelines in 
 Rogers (2012:181)670
 Rogers (2012:180-1)671
 This is a compacted way of describing the Colossians’ task, but it is God that they are meant to represent, even if 672
indirectly.  In chapter 1, we saw that Christ as the image of the invisible God symbolizes God to man.  Those humans 
who are being renewed in the image of their creator, Christ, are representing Christ to the world.  By the transitive 
relation, the Colossians are to represent God to the world.  In mathematics, one might represent the transitive relation as 
“if A = B and B = C, then A = C” or “if A > B and B > C, then A > C.”  While the representation of another being is not a 
mathematical equation, nevertheless this illustrates the point being made.  If the Colossians are representing Christ who 
is representing God, then they are essentially representing God.  
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which humans were meant to live will (in the end) lead to a more pleasant life than breaking them 
(which may or may not be true anyway).  Rather, the argument that is being made is that the Colossians 
have signed up for the job of revealing God to the world as His symbols.  The moral commands are 
what they are so that if the Colossians follow them, then they will be reflecting God accurately.   
 Understandably, for the Colossians to be symbols of God to the world, some change needs to 
take place.  Wright says that “The metaphor of ‘taking off’ clothes [ἀπεκδυσάµενοι] does not mean 
simply the making of good resolutions or promises to behave differently.  It is the action - itself the 
reflex, in human experience, of God’s action in grace by the Spirit - of leaving one family, or household 
and moving lock, stock and barrel into another, where a different rule of life obtains.”   In other 673
words, the new life is not the half-hearted attempt to change one or two things and then expect 
everything to be fine.  Rather, as Dunn says, “In committing themselves to Christ in baptism they had 
stepped completely out of one whole life, equivalent to the ‘losing of life’ that Jesus himself had 
demanded of his disciples (Mark 10:34-35).  This event was the decisive starting point of all 
subsequent exhortation and moral seriousness.”    674
 The same idea is communicated with what the Colossians are to take/put off.  O’Brien thinks 
that the “old man” the Colossians are to put off (3.9) “designates the whole personality of man when he 
is ruled by sin.  At the same time it signifies his belonging to the old humanity in Adam.”   Paul is 675
speaking here of the need for the Colossians to completely step out of their old life (3.9) and step into a 
new one (3.10).  However, this is not merely a one-time decision that the Colossians can make and then 
forget about.  Dunn says that “the aorist event of the conversion-initiation past is qualified by an 
ongoing present: the new self is in process of being renewed (ἀνακαινούµενον).”   While the decision 676
to become a Christian might take place at a single point in time, the process of renewal is ongoing and 
moral effort will be required.   
 No doubt, Paul viewed Christ’s death on the cross (1.20) as well as his own sufferings (1.24ff.) 
as symbolic of the life that the Christian is called to lead.  He likely expected these to inspire or at least 
guide the Colossians in a way that caused them to act differently - more selflessly.  Symbols are both 
carriers of vital information  and stimulators of action.   Christ and Paul were both symbols to the 677 678
 Wright 1986:138), Maier (2013:66) “The image of putting on and putting off clothing may refer to the literal stripping 673
and re-robing we know from later sources to be a key component to Christian baptism.”  This would have the symbolic 
effect of the experience Wright was talking about - leaving one’s family or household for a new one where a different 
rule of life obtains.  
 Dunn (1996b:220)674
 O’Brien (1982:190)675
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 Mach (1993:35-6) “A symbolic message is usually of such great importance to a sender that it is repeated over and over 677
again in order to ensure that the receiver does not miss or misunderstand it.  Such a phenomenon, known as redundancy, 
is particularly well-known from the analysis of myth, where the same, sometimes simple but vital information is 
repeated through different combinations of symbols in order to make sure that it will be received and properly 
understood.”  Paul explains how the Colossians are to live in propositional language, but in the examples of both Christ 
and himself, he shows them symbolically.  When both methods of communication of information are considered, one 
can see that Paul repeats the content about the life the Colossians should live as the representatives of God quite 
frequently in the letter.  
 Mach (1993:36) says symbolic communication “has another, very practical function, namely, it stimulates action.  By 678
stirring emotions and directing them round certain ideas and values, a symbolic message can push and direct people to 
action in pursuit of particular goals or, as often in the political context, against other people.”  The Colossians are to be 
symbols for the rest of the world in the same way that Christ and Paul are symbols for them.  
!171
Colossians that they (the Colossians) should view as examples of the symbols there were to be to the 
rest of the world.   
 The natural result of the connection with Christ and the renewal of the individuals who are a 
part of the body is a renewal of the Christian community.  O’Brien says “Verse 11 with its statements 
about the abolition of racial, religious, cultural and social barriers underscores this corporate aspect.  
The renewal refers not simply to an individual change of character but also to a corporate recreation of 
humanity in the creator’s image.”   If the individuals are renewed, it would only make sense that the 679
interactions between individuals also become new.  Furthermore, when we looked at the negative 
actions (vices) the Colossians were to put off, there was a heavy social element to them.  Whether it 
was the ignoring of others in favor of self-gratification (first list) or the outright attack on the social 
structure by putting one’s needs and desires above others (second list), the new humanity is 
characterized by the termination of selfishness.  The renewal of humanity involves the ending of 
selfishness and the breaking down of racial, religious,  cultural, and social barriers.   Not only are 680 681
individuals supposed to reveal God to the world through their lives, but the church as a community is to 
reveal God to the world through its life.   
3.12-17 
ἐνδύσασθε οὖν ὡς ἐκλεκτοὶ τοῦ θεοῦ ἅγιοι καὶ ἠγαπηµένοι σπλάγχνα οἰκτιρµοῦ χρηστότητα 
ταπεινοφροσύνην πραΰτητα µακροθυµίαν ἀνεχόµενοι ἀλλήλων καὶ χαριζόµενοι ἑαυτοῖς ἐάν τις πρός 
τινα ἔχῃ µοµφήν καθὼς καὶ ὁ κύριος ἐχαρίσατο ὑµῖν οὕτως καὶ ὑµεῖς ἐπὶ πᾶσιν δὲ τούτοις τὴν ἀγάπην 
ὅ ἐστιν σύνδεσµος τῆς τελειότητος καὶ ἡ εἰρήνη τοῦ Χριστοῦ βραβευέτω ἐν ταῖς καρδίαις ὑµῶν εἰς ἣν 
καὶ ἐκλήθητε ἐν ἑνὶ σώµατι καὶ εὐχάριστοι γίνεσθε ὁ λόγος τοῦ Χριστοῦ ἐνοικείτω ἐν ὑµῖν πλουσίως ἐν 
πάσῃ σοφίᾳ διδάσκοντες καὶ νουθετοῦντες ἑαυτοὺς ψαλµοῖς ὕµνοις ᾠδαῖς πνευµατικαῖς ἐν τῇ χάριτι 
ᾄδοντες ἐν ταῖς καρδίαις ὑµῶν τῷ θεῷ καὶ πᾶν ὅ τι ἐὰν ποιῆτε ἐν λόγῳ ἢ ἐν ἔργῳ πάντα ἐν ὀνόµατι 
κυρίου Ἰησοῦ εὐχαριστοῦντες τῷ θεῷ πατρὶ δι’ αὐτοῦ 
 As the Colossians are being told to put on certain attitudes (in contrast to the ones they are to 
put to death/put off) they are called “God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved” (ἐκλεκτοὶ τοῦ θεοῦ ἅγιοι 
καὶ ἠγαπηµένοι).  Dunn says this is an “echo of the classic covenant text, Deut. 7:6-7 … More clearly 
than anywhere else in Colossians it is evident that the Gentile recipients of the letter were being invited 
to consider themselves full participants in the people and heritage of Israel.”   The question of the 682
church’s relationship to Israel is beyond the scope of this study, but it is important to notice the 
language used here.  The same sort of language that was used of Israel and her intimate relationship 
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with God is now being applied to the Colossians and the new people of God.  Those who are “in 
Christ” are chosen, holy, and beloved; and Paul is telling them that their lives should reflect that fact.   
 In looking at the list of things which the Colossians are to “put on,” one finds that it is not a set 
of actions that they are to do or deeds they are to perform.  Barram says:  
Many items in these catalogues are most appropriately understood as qualities or overarching 
characteristics.  Conduct informed by the resurrection is identifiable, but it is not narrowly 
restricted to a set of specific actions.  Resurrection behavior - regardless of the circumstances - 
will be devoid of wrath, rage, and other vices.  At the same time, those conducting themselves 
in light of “the things above” will be recognizably compassionate, kind, gentle, and so forth.    683
This means that Christian morality is not a list of mere rules designed to control behavior.  There is 
considerable freedom in how the Colossians are allowed to act; however, these actions must take place 
within general guidelines.  Compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, … are expected of the 
Colossians.  How they choose to live this out is up to them.   
 The focus of this morality is reversed from that of the Colossian philosophy.  Lincoln says, 
“From the writer’s perspective the philosophy has a wisdom that takes its starting point from below and 
moves to the above by means of ascetic rigor and visionary experiences involving angels.  The wisdom 
of the Christian gospel, he asserts, is that believers are already related to the above through union with 
Christ and that this relationship is to be worked out on earth.”   The Colossians- new life is to reflect 684
its heavenly origin and is to be marked by compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, patience, 
forgiveness, and above all, love.   
 Love is the characteristic which binds “everything” together.  It it often suggested that 
“everything” is a reference to the other virtues, which would mean that love is what binds all the 
virtues together.  O’Brien and Wright object to the interpretation, however.  Instead, they think that love 
is the characteristic which binds together the members of the congregation as the church.   This seems 685
plausible given the focus on interpersonal relationships and the need to forgive one another in the 
previous verse (v.13).  We might, however, nuance this a little.   
 Perhaps, we could think of love, not as the unifier of the other virtues or the characteristic which 
binds the church.  What if, love were considered the foundational virtue in the same way that idolatry 
was considered the foundational vice?  We saw that idolatry was essentially selfishness, and all of the 
other vices (such as greed and sexual sins) flowed from/were manifestations of selfishness.  What 
would be the opposite of selfishness  if not love?   All of the other virtues are attitudes of putting 686 687
others before oneself.  Love is the crowning virtue and holds all of the others together, because it is 
core virtue and all of the others are examples of it.   
 The end result of this is Paul explaining to the Colossians that Christian morals are centered on 
a single question, “Are one’s actions focused on self or others?”  Do the Colossians put themselves at 
 Barram (2005:189)683
 Lincoln (1999:108)684
 O’Brien (1982:204) and Wright (1986:143)685
 Idolatry, we said is essentially selfishness, because it places oneself at the center of the universe instead of Christ, who 686
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the center of the universe, or do they have their hierarchy in the proper order: 1) Christ 2) others, and 3) 
self?  Paul’s morals follow directly from his theology.  What one believes manifests itself in how one 
lives, and how one lives reflects what one believes.   
 To return to the question of love as the binding element, I do not think we need to make too fine 
of a separation between binding together the virtues and binding together the members of the church.  
Perhaps, some polyvalence was intended.  Love/selflessness is the chief moral virtue and all the other 
virtues (compassion, kindness, forgiveness, and so forth) are based on putting others before oneself.  
However, if the Colossians live by these virtues, the result will be peace (v.15).  Wright says “The 
second clause … indicates that ‘peace’ here is not the inward, individual peace of mind which 
accompanies humble, confident trust in God’s love, but a peace which characterizes the community, the 
‘body,’ as a whole.”   Witherington and Wessels say “By [peace] Paul does not mean some sort of 688
passivity or calm, but rather the concept of shalom, well-being and wholeness.  Nothing should be 
allowed to interfere with the well-being of the body of Christ.  Peace must be the ruling principle.  In 
an antagonistic culture here rivalry and competition for honor was a part of everyday life, the audience 
must be reminded that they are called to peace.”   If the Colossians’ lives were ruled by love, then 689
peace should rule the community.   
 This new community, marked by peace among its members, is to be centered around the 
wisdom of Christ.  Lincoln says “With their roots in the wisdom found in Christ, the recipients are to be 
wisdom teachers themselves - ‘teach and admonish one another in all wisdom’ (3.16) - and are to live 
wisely in regard to outsiders.”   The means by which the Colossians are to teach and admonish one 690
another in all wisdom is the use of psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs.  Conveniently, the letter to the 
Colossians contains a hymn.   Importantly, in the letter the hymn forms the foundation of theological 691
thought, which in turn forms the foundation for ethical action.  So, it should be no surprise that in the 
middle of Paul’s ethical commands we find a command to go back to the hymn.   
 There is, however, more to this verse than simply a stressing of the importance of a particular 
hymn.  Paul’s emphasis on this hymn is representative of the theological point he is making throughout 
the letter.  Part of this can be seen in the verb ἐνοικείτω, “let … dwell.”  Dunn says “As the rabbis later 
pointed out, he who dwells in a house is the master of the house, not just a passing guest.”   692
Throughout the letter, Paul has been making a case for Christ as supreme (above all other authorities 
and powers).  Here, Paul is telling the Colossians to actually apply that lesson to their lives.  Let Christ, 
who is supreme, reign in your lives.  Let him dwell among you as the master of the house, not simply a 
guest who is passing through.   
 There is almost certainly here a strong echo of 1.28  - the point of which is to present 693
everyone mature in Christ.  Furthermore, because the Colossians are to teach and admonish one 
another, there is a communal aspect here whereby not only are the Colossians to let Christ dwell as 
master among them, but they are to build one another up through the message that proclaims Christ.  
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On Paul’s view, the Colossians will not magically become good symbols of Christ or somehow be 
made perfect the instant they become Christians.  One might say the Colossians have been made into 
new creations in Christ, but this is to speak eschatologically.  The end has been proclaimed as present 
because it is certain, but that does not meant that it has happened yet.  The Colossians have a lot of 
growing to do before they actually look like little images of Christ.  This is why Paul exhorts them to 
let the word Christ dwell among them and to teach and admonish one another.   
 We might contrast this worship with the worship of those in the alternate philosophy that we 
saw in chapter 2.  Thompson says “It is the worship addressed to God with grateful hearts, from a 
community bound together by love and shaped by Christ’s peace, and not the ‘angelic worship’ that 
prides itself on visions of the heavenly realm, which God desires.”   Sumney makes a similar point in 694
saying “Singing in worship has an important communal function, but its ultimate goal is to honor 
God.”   The philosophers in Colossae were performing their worship for something they might 695
receive (such as a heavenly vision) and were doing it out of pride.   Paul tells the Colossians, that the 696
worship is to be to God, and as a result it will be centered on Him rather than them.  This focus on 
putting God at the center of one’s worship and letting Christ dwell as master among the Colossian 
congregation leads directly into a sort of ethical summary statement we find in the next verse.   
 V.17 summarizes perhaps the most important point to remember when considering whether a 
particular action is in line with ethical teaching or not - “And whatever you do in word or deed, do 
everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.”  All of the 
Colossians’ actions are to be done in the name of the Lord Jesus; they are not to be done in their own 
names or for their own purposes.  “Whatever you do in word or deed” is more about walking with 
Christ than it is about following rules.  These lists which Paul presents to the Colossians are not about 
following rigid rules of conduct; rather, he telling them how to be good representatives of Christ and 
explaining what should be going on in their hearts as they perform their actions.  He tells them to ask 
about each of their actions “Are you doing it for God through Christ, or for yourself?”   
 This verse is important for the reader of Colossians to keep in mind, because it will be critical 
for understanding the verses to follow.  Henderson says “Colossians 3:1-17, especially as it culminates 
in Col 3:17, frames the ensuing discussion by emphasizing not the specific conduct itself (‘whatever 
you do’) but the manner and spirit in which the conduct is performed (‘in word or deed, do everything 
in the name of the Lord Jesus’).”   We will return to this verse when we look at the Household Code 697
in 3.18-4.1, because the idea of the spirit behind the actions impacts the meaning of those verses.   
4.2-6 
τῇ προσευχῇ προσκαρτερεῖτε γρηγοροῦντες ἐν αὐτῇ ἐν εὐχαριστίᾳ προσευχόµενοι ἅµα καὶ περὶ ἡµῶν 
ἵνα ὁ θεὸς ἀνοίξῃ ἡµῖν θύραν τοῦ λόγου λαλῆσαι τὸ µυστήριον τοῦ Χριστοῦ δι’ ὃ καὶ δέδεµαι ἵνα 
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φανερώσω αὐτὸ ὡς δεῖ µε λαλῆσαι ἐν σοφίᾳ περιπατεῖτε πρὸς τοὺς ἔξω τὸν καιρὸν ἐξαγοραζόµενοι ὁ 
λόγος ὑµῶν πάντοτε ἐν χάριτι ἅλατι ἠρτυµένος εἰδέναι πῶς δεῖ ὑµᾶς ἑνὶ ἑκάστῳ ἀποκρίνεσθαι 
 Given that 3.18-4.1 is an insertion into the flow of the letter, we should expect the themes from 
3.5-17 to continue into 4.2ff.  Also, since Paul’s final greetings begin with 4.7, that means that 4.2-6 are 
effectively the conclusion of the letter’s content.  Therefore, we find here both the continuation of the 
themes from the last section as well as a revisitation of important themes from the letter in preparation 
for the closing.   
 The theme of prayer makes a return in 4.2-3.  It should be remembered that the letter began with 
Paul and Timothy’s prayer for the Colossians (1.3, 9).  In 4.2, Paul tells the Colossians to continue in 
prayer, by which he presumably means for others at Colossae, because in v.3, he tells them to pray for 
him and his companions as well.  The content of the prayers for Paul is for the success of his mission - 
to declare the mystery of Christ.  When the prayer from chapter 1 is placed next to this one, we find 
two things that make up the prayers made by and for Paul - spiritual growth and Christian mission.  If 
one is to going to grow in the knowledge of God, walk more closely with God, and accomplish God’s 
work, one is going to need God’s help.   
 At the end of v.2, thanksgiving makes a reappearance, only this time it is paired with 
watchfulness.  Dunn says “Here [thankfulness] provides an important balance to the call for 
watchfulness: they are to keep alert, not in a spirit of fear or anxiety, but with the confidence and 
assurance that their resources (in Christ) are more than equal to the potential challenges.”   At the 698
same time they are to be alert, the Colossians are to remember what Christ has done for them.  We 
discussed previously that the reason that believers live the life they do is out of thankfulness.  The 
Colossians should want to work for Christ and engage in mission for him, because of what he has done 
for them.  Here Paul speaks to them of mission, which will be the theme for the rest of the section.  
 The spreading the gospel is emphasized in 4.3, “that God may open to us a door for the word.”  
What is interesting is that this is the first place in the letter that Paul really looks at how the Colossians 
are to apply their faith towards outsiders.  Throughout the rest of the letter, the mention of non-
Christians has been limited to the Colossians’ past life as unbelievers (which was evil and needed to be 
put to death) and the errors of the philosophers (who taught according to the traditions of men and 
should be resisted).  Here, however, the tone is different.   
 Before looking at how Paul expected the Colossians to act towards non-Christians, it is worth 
noticing where his thoughts on this subject occur in the letter.  For three full chapters, Paul has been 
speaking to the Colossians about correct theology and proper living.  Now, in the last five verses of the 
letter body, he turns to the subject of interaction with outsiders.  There is probably an implication that 
before one attempts to engage in missions and reach those on the outside for Christ, he needs to make 
sure he is actually able to do so.  Christians are to be symbols of Christ and to represent him to the 
outside world.  That means that in order to represent Christ accurately, one must actually look like 
Christ.  That means both communicating truth and living in a manner that reflects Christ’s 
characteristics.   
 The focus of the last two verses in this section is on how to communicate truth.  Paul tells them 
to “walk in wisdom toward outsiders.”  Dunn thinks “The exhortation to ‘walk in wisdom’ [4.5] (ἐν 
σοφίᾳ περιπατεῖτε) is an effective summary of one of the main emphases of the letter, forming an 
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inclusio with both 1:9-10 (ἐν πάσῃ σοφίᾳ … περιπατῆσαι) and 2:6-7 (ἐν αὐτῷ περιπατεῖτε), with the 
theme of wisdom prominent also in 1:28; 2:3, 23; and 3:16.  As in 1:28 and 2:3 in particular, the 
wisdom is related to the revelation of the mystery.  It is just the same wisdom, with its double sense of 
God-given but also pragmatic wisdom, which should be expressed in all their dealings with 
outsiders.”   O’Brien says “The wisdom which the apostle sets forth is fundamentally different from 699
that propounded by the false teachers.  The latter is but an empty show of wisdom (2:23).  Here 
‘wisdom,’ which has to do with a knowledge of God’s will (1:9) and walking worthily of the Lord 
(1:10), is essentially practical and realistic.”    700
 The phrase “walk in wisdom,” combines the two sections of the letter into a single, statement 
(much like the thematic statement in 2.6-7).  The theological section of the letter described one side of 
wisdom as the realities about who Christ is and what he has done, and the paraenetic section showed 
the other side of wisdom as how the Colossians were to walk in light of those realities.  As Christians 
who have received both revelation and renewal from God through Christ, they are to walk in wisdom 
towards outsiders (both theologically/intellectually and practically/morally) - making the most of every 
opportunity.   Bruce says “Here the injunction to ‘redeem the time’ seems to have special application 701
to their duty to unbelieving neighbors.  Paul wishes to emphasize that, while he has an exceptional 
opportunity of witness-bearing at the heart of the empire, each Christian has a special opportunity for 
witness and should make the most of it while it lasts.”    702
 V.6 speaks of the manner in which the Colossians are to interact with their non-Christian 
neighbors.  Dunn says “Here the last term certainly echoes the normal usage of χάρις in relation to 
speech, that is, ‘graciousness, attractiveness,’ that which delights and charms, though no Paulinist 
would intend such a usage to be independent of the χάρις manifested in Christ and fundamental to the 
Pauline gospel.”   This point is reemphasized by the phrase “seasoned with salt.”  There is 703
disagreement on the exact background of this phrase,  but the basic meaning includes such ideas as 704
being witty and interesting as well as appropriate to both the person and the time.  Bruce says “It 
remains true that the reputation of the gospel is bound up with the behavior of those who claim to have 
experienced its saving power.  People who do not read the Bible for themselves or listen to the 
preaching of the word of God can see the lives of those who do, and can form their judgment 
accordingly.  Let Christians make full use, then, of the present season of opportunity.”    705
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 Henderson says “In the end, the letter’s thrust is not inward and protective but outward and 
interactive.  The writer encourages the community to mediate the gospel claims through gracious 
speech (Col 4:6), thus bearing the distinctive mark of their faith.”   Here, the two themes of missions 706
and walking in wisdom come together.  The Church is God’s agent of change here on earth with the 
mission to reach the world (just as Paul is doing).  This cannot be done without walking in wisdom.  
Change in others will not occur unless it occurs in oneself first.  Furthermore, the point in telling the 
Colossians to walk in wisdom is not simply so that they will be better people themselves; it is to be a 
witness to others.  To give revelation of God to others and to take part in the renewal of the world, the 
Colossians must first experience both things themselves.  Then, they can move outward.   
Significance 
 With the beginning of chapter three, we move from theology to praxis.  The transition for this 
major shift lies in 3.1-4.  Everything in the previous chapters was focused on who Christ is, what he has 
done, and why his way is superior to the alternative.   The way Paul ties the theological to the 707
practical and makes the shift to the latter is by telling the Colossians to seek the things that are above 
and to set their minds on them rather than the things that are on the earth.   
 From this seemingly simple statement, we learn many things about the nature of the relationship 
between the believer and Christ.  First, (as we have seen previously) belief implies action.  Thinking is 
not enough; one must also do.  Second, the Christian life is not completed in a single act.  The 
Colossians do not simply place their faith in Christ and then everything is done.  They are still people 
who need to become better people, which is why they need to set their minds on the things above.   708
Third, this means that the Christian life involves active pursuit of becoming a better person.  By the 
very fact that Paul commands the Colossians to “seek the things…” and “set your minds on…” we can 
see that this process is active and not passive.  There would be no need to “seek” or “set” if Christ were 
going to do the work for them without the Colossians’ involvement.  The transition to the actual ethical 
commands, then, involves telling the Colossians that the beliefs they have about Christ have 
implications.  They are to focus on living for the world above and actively pursue a life that reflects 
that world.   
 The commands that are given in this section are really more like general guidelines than they 
are a specific application to current issues.   We see a tie-in with the theological section of the letter 709
when the vices are classified as idolatry.  Paul is telling the Colossians that how they live their lives 
demonstrates what they think about who really belongs at the center of their universe.  The wrong way 
to live is to place oneself above Christ and everyone else.  It is to choose the way of selfishness and 
turn oneself into one’s own idol.   
 The contrast to the vices are the virtues - the central virtue being selflessness.  There is an 
elegance and a simplicity to Paul’s view on ethics that allows for both guidance of the Colossians’ 
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actions and at the same time a freedom that avoids the pitfall of legalism.  This is best seen in how Paul 
reduces a wide spectrum of different actions and attitudes to either selflessness or selfishness - love or 
not love.  This is very simple to remember and is the very antithesis to a cumbersome list of rules.  Paul 
is essentially telling the Colossians to do unto others as you would have them do unto you.  You would 
want people to be kind and compassionate to you and you would not want them to take advantage of 
you for their personal gain.  Therefore, go and do likewise.  Living by this simple standard will result in 
peace among their community which will be noticed by those outside.   
 We should note that Paul is not expecting this lifestyle to be applied to all persons - it comes as 
a result of dying and rising with Christ.  The Christian life is a walk or journey in which believers are 
more closely conformed to Christ’s image.  It makes no sense to try to live this life or expect anyone 
else to live it if that person is not in Christ.   
 Another way to look at Christian morality is to ask what God wants of man.  On Paul’s view, 
God is not asking for man simply to live a moral life.  If this were the case, the letter would look 
different.  Rather, on Paul’s view, God’s desire for man is much more like the simple command of Jesus 
in the Gospels, “Follow me.”  The life one lives is not payment to either get into heaven or receive 
good things in this world.  Good things may or may not even happen in this world (consider Paul’s 
suffering).  Rather, the reward is that the ones who follow Christ receive greater revelation of God, are 
renewed in the image of their creator, and have the opportunity to spread both revelation and renewal to 
the rest of the world.   
 There is one additional implication of this view of morality that may not be immediately 
obvious.  If the Colossians are going to put Christ at the center of their universe and displace 
themselves from that position, they will have to give up control of their lives to Christ.  That does not 
mean that they no longer have to make decisions (this is not a passive process, which the presence of 
moral exhortation should make clear) nor do they no longer have to think through their choices (even a 
cursory look at the ethical section makes it clear this is not an exhaustive list of rules), but it does mean 
that they can no longer be the leader of their own lives.  One cannot follow Christ and still be the leader 
- to follow Christ is to become a follower.  For the Colossians to try and still chart their own paths is to 
still try and be in control, i.e. to continue to put themselves at the center of the universe.  Paul is telling 
them that to be Christians, they must put Christ at the center and give ultimate control of their lives to 
him.   
 In practical terms, this means that when one of the Colossian believers wants to do a particular 
thing, he would no longer be allowed to do it if it were something that ran contrary to what Christ 
wanted.   The believer must ask “What does Christ want me to do?”  No doubt Paul would respond 710
that he has been praying for them “asking that you may be filled with the knowledge of his will in all 
spiritual wisdom and understanding, so as to walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to 
him, bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in the knowledge of God” (1.9-10).   Putting 711
 The opposite is also true.  Christ might tell them to do something even if they previously had no plans to the contrary.  710
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not passive.  
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Christ at the center of one’s life means that the Colossians must pursue knowing him and walking in his 
path.  They must be focused, therefore, on how Christ would want them to live rather than how they 
want to live.  More so than any list of rules, Paul’s view of the Christian life is founded on a pursuit of 
knowing Christ, following his leading, and treating others as one would want to be treated himself.   
 This conception of the moral life differs greatly from other contemporary thought.  It was not a 
free pass that allowed people to do whatever they wanted,  nor was it parallel with the moral thought 712
of other groups like the Stoics (as we saw earlier).  Rather, it was something different.  Chester says 
“We do not have a few distinctive traits introduced into a positive acquiescence to pagan standards; 
instead, what characterizes Christ and derives from him dominates, and there is no more than a 
smattering of pagan values.”   He says later “Certainly, the early Christian movement (or parts of it at 713
least) variously moves towards establishing a modus vivendi with the pagan world, and civic society, 
within which it finds itself.  There is a limited move also towards incorporating pagan virtues and civic 
norms (as in the case of the Household Codes) … however, the imminent eschatological perspective is 
of a fundamentally different kind … and brings with it profound implications for its ethical stance.”    714
 In sum, the ethics presented in this letter are not merely a way of getting along with one’s 
neighbor in hopes of having a stable society.  The ethics here are about living a Christ-like life and 
quite literally being his image and symbol to the world.  Peace in the community will result, but the 
ethics are not tailored to produce peace as much as peace is the by-product of the members of the 
Christian community living lives as true humans.   
 While a person could not simply do whatever he wanted whenever he wanted, there did appear to be times/places where 712
one could be much more free.  Loader (2014:229) [In speaking of “the culture of depravity present in the banquets of the 
rich,”] says “There, gluttony and drunkenness often went hand in hand with sexual excess.”  Referring to the drunken 
parties of the profligate, Loader (2014:230-1) says they were “standard polemical fare.  It is what characterized the 
world’s life.  New Testament vice lists also regularly juxtapose reference to sexual wrongdoing with references to 
overindulgence in food and wine (Rom 13:13; 1 Cor 6:10; Gal 5:21; 1 Pet 4:3).”  
 Chester (2013:133-4), In this quote, Chester is speaking of the ethics found in Philippians.  However, on pages 134-5, he 713
shows that the same basic view holds in Galatians, 1 Thessalonians, Corinthians, and Romans.  Because these (minus 
Philemon) represent the undisputed Pauline letters, we can say that this view is characteristic of Paul (from Chester’s 
perspective).  Colossians differs from pagan values in similar ways and likewise grounds its ethics on what characterizes 
Christ and emanates from him.  
 Chester (2013:139), We will investigate to what extent the Household Code adopts pagan standards in the next chapter.  714
!180
13. Household Code (3.18-4.1) 
Introduction 
 In looking at the paraenetic section, we passed over 3.18-4.1 in part because investigation into 
its meaning will not be a brief endeavor, but also because it is a stand-alone unit.  Witherington and 
Wessels say that “For good reasons scholars have often suggested that 3:18-4:1 is a pre-set piece which 
has been inserted into its present context.  Of course what some scholars fail to take into account is that 
this is precisely how a rhetorical digression is meant to work.  It is a self contained unit after which the 
author returns to the subject he left behind and the outset of the digression.”   Were not this section in 715
the letter, 4.2 would have followed 3.17, and no one might have noticed the absence of the Code.   
 However, it is very likely that the Household Code is no mere digression.  Rather, as Henderson 
says, “Col 3:18-4:1 functions as a practical application of the verse that it follows: ‘Whatever you do, 
in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus’ (Col 3:17).”   This verse (3.17), places 716
the emphasis of Christian action not on the actions themselves but decidedly on doing those actions in 
the name of the Lord Jesus.  As we investigate the Household Code, we will see this theme of doing 
things “in the Lord” featuring very prominently.   
 Additionally, Malherbe says “The list of duties of members of a household (Haustafeln) to the 
gods, the state, and various members within the household reflect the tendency to reduce more 
extended discussions of common moral topics to lists which are evocative of such standard teaching.   717
In one sense, then, the Household Code functions as a way of summarizing material Paul wanted to 
share with the Colossians.  However, in another sense, I think it is something more than a mere 
summary. In this chapter, we will see that the Code functions more as a case study - a concrete example 
of how the Colossians can apply the things Paul has been telling them about Christian morality to their 
own lives.    718
 Structurally, the Household Code consists of nine verses are divided into three reciprocal pairs 
of commands: wives and husbands, children and parents, and slaves and masters, with the bulk of the 
space focused on the commands to slaves.  The lesser party is addressed first in each of the pairs, which 
would have been unusual in the ancient world.   While there are many similarities to 719
contemporaneous ideas on household management, some parts were very different, and we will 
investigate these in turn.   
Ancient Parallels 
 Witherington and Wessels (2006:315)715
 Henderson (2006:421), also, O’Brien (1982:233)716
 Malherbe (1986:135)717
 Schrage (1974:6) says [my translation] “It is hardly a coincidence, that the first household code emerges in Colossians, in 718
a letter which the addressees do not presuppose a rapturous enthusiasm but ‘a feeling of absolute freedom and 
detachment from the world,’ and opposes the antique fear of the world as well as the ascetic requirements and taboos of 
the Colossian heretics by whom world is demonized.” In other words, the Household Code provides a concrete example 
for the Colossians of how to live in the world rather than try to escape from it through mystical and ascetic practices.   
 It was unusual not only in that the “lesser” parties were addressed first but that they were addressed at all.  719
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 It should be understood in considering the Household Code, this was not a Christian invention 
but the continuing of a discussion that had existed for some time in the ancient world.  Lincoln says the 
following:  
[The Household Code] needs to be situated in the broader context of the discussion of 
household management in the ancient world that goes all the way back to the classical Greek 
philosophers.  This broader tradition, which also treats husband-wife, parent-child and master-
slave relationships and focuses on authority and subordination within the relationships, connects 
the topic of the household to the larger topic of the state and derives from the classical Greek 
philosophers (cf. Plato, Leges 3.690 A-D; 6.791E - 7.824C; Aristotle, Pol. 1.1253b. 1259a).  All 
the elements of their discussion are continued down into the later Roman period, and Philo 
(Hyp. 7.1-9) and Josephus (Apion 2.190-219) also adapted Aristotle’s outline of household 
subordination in their interpretation and recommendation of Mosaic law.    720
 In order to make sense of Paul’s interpretation of the Code in Colossians, we need to understand 
the general thoughts concerning the household order in the ancient world.  There are similarities 
between the Household Code in Colossians and those already in existence, however there are also 
important differences (which we will discuss).   
 This tradition of organizing the household goes back at least as far as Aristotle, who classified 
the house into the same three pairs we see in Colossians: master and slave, husband and wife, and 
father and children.  Aristotle says:  
Now, it is obvious that the same principle applies generally, and therefore almost all things rule 
and are ruled according to nature.  But the kind of rule differs; - the freeman rules over the slave 
after another manner from that in which the male rules over the female, or the man over the 
child; although the parts of the soul are present in all of them, they are present in different 
degrees.  For the slave has no deliberative faculty at all; the woman has, but it is without 
authority, and the child has, but it is immature.    721
 Hull says that in Aristotle’s thought, “it is clear that for some to be ruled and others to be rulers 
is not simply an arbitrary decision or a matter of political convenience, but a determination by 
nature.”   Furthermore, the idea of organizing the household was tied inextricably to the organizing of 722
society.  Henderson says that for the ancient writer “the household serves as a microcosm of society, 
and its members are encouraged to practice the relational standards established by the broader world 
within which they live.”   Hull summarizes the general situation in the ancient world as follows:  723
With certain local and temporal qualifications, in the first-century world of early Christianity, 
gender roles and concepts were roughly the same among Greeks, Romans, and Jews.  Men were 
expected to be the guardians, women the guarded; men politically powerful, women powerful 
within the house; men well educated, women less well educated … A person’s social status 
(legal class, citizenship, wealth, pedigree) could affect the generalizations described above, but 
 Lincoln (1999:100), Hull (2001:23-4) adds other possible parallels to those mentioned by Lincoln, which include 720
Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities 2.24.3-2.27.2; Seneca, Epistle 94.1; and Philo, On the Decalogue 165-7.  
 Aristotle, Politics 1260a 8-14 translated in McKeon (2001:1144)721
 Hull (2001:24)722
 Henderson (2006:423)723
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the idea that women were the equals of men would simply not have been entertained in the 
ancient world.  724
 The question is, then, how does this compare to the view presented in Colossians, and what, if 
any changes to this general order did Paul make?  We will investigate each of the parts of the 
Household Code, then we will return to this question at the end before making final conclusions.   
3.19-20 (Wives and Husbands) 
αἱ γυναῖκες ὑποτάσσεσθε τοῖς ἀνδράσιν ὡς ἀνῆκεν ἐν κυρίῳ οἱ ἄνδρες ἀγαπᾶτε τὰς γυναῖκας καὶ µὴ 
πικραίνεσθε πρὸς αὐτάς 
 The Household Code begins in 3.18 with the command for wives to submit to their husbands.  
As Witherington and Wessels say, “The verb ὑποτάσσω is critical in this section.  We find it in the 
present tense, middle voice that can be then translated ‘wives submit yourselves …”   They go on to 725
point out that “Since this verb is also used of Christ’s relationship to God the Father (1 Cor 15:28), and 
of believers to each other (Eph 5:21) it surely does not imply the ontological inferiority of the submitter 
to the one submitted to.  Rather, it has to do with the relationship between two persons.  It may also in 
fact have more to do with following the example of Christ who humbled himself and took a lower 
place.  In other words, in a Christian context the verb has to do with humility and service as modeled 
by Christ who even served the lost as well as believers.”    726
 While this teaching may reflect the example of Christ and the Father, it has its roots in 
contemporary (to the Colossians) household management.  Dunn says the following:  
“Subjection” means “subordination,” not “subjugation.”  The teaching simply reflects the legal 
state of affairs, under Roman law at least, whereby the paterfamilias had absolute power over 
the other members of the family.  And while there were variations in Greek and Jewish law, the 
basic fact held true throughout the Mediterranean world that the household was essentially a 
patriarchal institution, with other members of the household subject to the authority of its male 
head.  The exhortation here, therefore, simply conforms to current mores.  727
 While the wives are commanded to submit to their husbands, there are two things that we 
should notice.  First, the command is to the wives and not to the husbands.  The husbands are not to 
make the wives submit; rather it is the wives’ responsibility to submit themselves to their husbands.  
Second, 3.18 is balanced with 3.19.  O’Brien says “The exhortation to be subordinate is balanced with 
the instruction to husbands to love their wives [3.19]: the admonition is an appeal to free and 
responsible agents that can only be heeded voluntarily, never by the elimination or breaking of the 
 Hull (2001:25), For a comparison of women’s rights in the various cultures across the Mediterranean, see Witherington 724
(1990:3-26).  
 Witherington and Wessels (2006:324)725
 Witherington and Wessels (2006:324).  For the comparison of Christ submitting to the Father, see also O’Brien 726
(1982:221-2).  
 Dunn (1996b:247), Dunn also points out that “It is important to note that it is wives and not women generally who are in 727
view.  Women who were single, widowed, or divorced and of independent means could evidently function as heads of 
their own households, as in the case of Lydia (Acts 16:14-15), Phoebe, the first named ‘deacon’ in Christian history and 
patron of the church at Cenchreae (Rom 16:1-2), Chloe (1 Cor. 1:11), and presumably Nympha in Colossae itself.  The 
concern here is primarily for the household unit, with the implication that for Christians, too, its good ordering was 
fundamental to well-ordered human and social relationships.  That wives are addressed first is presumably also a 
recognition that their relationship to their husbands was the linchpin of a stable and effective household.” (Dunn 
1996:246-7)
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human will, much less by means of a servile submissiveness.”   As we will discuss in more detail in 728
the other sections to come, it is significant that the wives are addressed directly.  In other words, they 
are treated as free agents who are responsible for their own actions; they are not mere property.   
 The “love” that husbands are to show to their wives would have been at the forefront on 
everyone’s mind as 3.19 was read to them, because it was only a few verses earlier (in 3.14) that “love” 
was described as the virtue that binds everything together in perfect harmony.  Loving others (in this 
case, one’s own wife) was placed in direct opposition to the selfishness/greed/idolatry that 
characterized the life outside of Christ.  O’Brien says “If the husband heeds this apostolic injunction, he 
will not behave in an overbearing manner; all areas of married life will be characterized by this self-
giving love and forgiveness (cf. 3:13).  The original order of the creator, which was troubled by the rule 
of sin and self-centeredness and which ended in the tyranny of eros and the slavery of sex (cf. 3:5), can 
be lived in love and forgiveness.”   Dunn says about the husband “It does remain significant that the 729
talk here is not of authority and rights but of obligations and responsibilities.”    730
 What we find here, in the verses on wives and husbands, is a set of commands that very closely 
reflects the thought of the day but also takes a very different turn at places.  Wives being submitting to 
husbands was common, accepted practice; wives voluntarily submitting to their husbands was new.  
Husbands having authority over their wives was normal; husbands not being reminded of their 
authority but being told of their responsibility to love their wives in a self-giving/selfless (the meaning 
of love discussed earlier) manner was new.  Finally, the wives are to submit to their husbands because 
this is fitting in the Lord (3.18).  Even if the command of submission were the same, the motivation 
was new.   What we see is a reciprocal set of commands that was in some senses similar to 731
contemporary teachings but in others was radically different.   
3.20-21 (Children and Parents/Fathers) 
τὰ τέκνα ὑπακούετε τοῖς γονεῦσιν κατὰ πάντα τοῦτο γὰρ εὐάρεστόν ἐστιν ἐν κυρίῳ οἱ πατέρες µὴ 
ἐρεθίζετε τὰ τέκνα ὑµῶν ἵνα µὴ ἀθυµῶσιν 
 There is not much controversy on the meaning of the section about children and their parents.  
There is a connection, however, with the section about wives and husbands that is worth noting.  
Children are told to obey their parents in everything, but the verb here is different than the one used of 
wives.  O’Brien says:  
The injunction to children, like that to slaves, is put rather more strongly than the one to wives.  
While the latter was expressed in the middle voice (ὑποτάσσοµαι, ‘be subordinate’), suggesting 
voluntary submission, the admonitions to children and slaves are in the active imperative 
denoting absolute obedience.  The absoluteness of the commands is strengthened by the phrase 
‘in all things’ (κατὰ πάντα, cf. v22).  Also the verb ὑπακούω (‘to obey’) is employed rather than 
ὑποτάσσοµαι (‘be subordinate’) which may only sometimes imply obedience.    732
 O’Brien (1982:222)728
 O’Brien (1982:2223)729
 Dunn (1996b:249)730
 “In the Lord” will be discussed later.  731
 O’Brien (1982:224)732
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Likewise, Witherington and Wessels suggest that ὑπακούω (in the active imperative) “suggests absolute 
or unquestioned obedience, by contrast with the form of the verb used of wives which is in the middle 
voice.”    733
 Much like we saw with the husbands and wives, the command for children to obey their parents 
was similar to the current views at the time.  Similar to the previous section, but different than the 
current views, is the reciprocal duty in v.21, “Fathers, do not provoke your children, lest they become 
discouraged.”  The other household codes mentioned above did not have a section which told the 
fathers about their duties to their children - the commands only went one way.    734
 Dunn makes a final point about the command to children.  He says “Evidently they [children] 
are thought of as both present in the Christian meeting where the letter would be read out and as 
responsible agents despite their youth.  Responsibility in Christian relationships is not to be determined 
by legal standing.”   We saw the same concern for the personal responsibility of the individual in the 735
section with wives, and we will see it again in the next section on slaves.  Even if the individual has 
little or no legal standing, it is still his/her responsibility to act in an appropriate manner.   
 When we compare these two sections to other ancient codes, we see that much of the authority/
rights/privileges are being taken from the authority figure, and the subordinate figure is being endowed 
with both value and responsibility.  While no legal change in status was possible (the Roman Empire 
was not a democracy), that does not mean people could not (and on Paul’s view, should not) act in a 
manner towards one another that was above what the law required.  This is what Paul was commanding 
to both husbands/fathers as well as wives and children.   
3.22-4.1 (Slaves and Masters) 
οἱ δοῦλοι ὑπακούετε κατὰ πάντα τοῖς κατὰ σάρκα κυρίοις µὴ ἐν ὀφθαλµοδουλίᾳ ὡς ἀνθρωπάρεσκοι 
ἀλλ’ ἐν ἁπλότητι καρδίας φοβούµενοι τὸν κύριον ὃ ἐὰν ποιῆτε ἐκ ψυχῆς ἐργάζεσθε ὡς τῷ κυρίῳ καὶ 
οὐκ ἀνθρώποις εἰδότες ὅτι ἀπὸ κυρίου ἀπολήµψεσθε τὴν ἀνταπόδοσιν τῆς κληρονοµίας τῷ κυρίῳ 
Χριστῷ δουλεύετε ὁ γὰρ ἀδικῶν κοµίσεται ὃ ἠδίκησεν καὶ οὐκ ἔστιν προσωποληµψία οἱ κύριοι τὸ 
δίκαιον καὶ τὴν ἰσότητα τοῖς δούλοις παρέχεσθε εἰδότες ὅτι καὶ ὑµεῖς ἔχετε κύριον ἐν οὐρανῷ 
 In the Household Code, the section on the relation between slaves and masters is by far the 
longest - with heavy emphasis on the duties of the slaves.  It is very likely that at least part of the 
reason for this was that there were more slaves than masters in Colossae,  though this is likely not the 736
entire reason.  Lincoln suggests the following:  
It is worth entertaining the possibility, therefore, that a major reason for [slavery] receiving the 
most attention is that it serves as a paradigm for the motivation that should inform all members 
of the household, and that is summed up in the notion of fearing the Lord (3.22c) and its 
elaboration in the command of 3.24b - ‘Serve the Lord Christ.’  The basic insight lying behind 
such a paradigm is of course indebted to Paul, since he held that all humans are under some 
power and had used slavery as a metaphor for this perspective.  Humans are either slaves to sin 
 Witherington and Wessels (2006:325)733
 O’Brien (1982:225) “The relationship ἐν κυρίῳ (‘in the Lord’) was new [compared to Roman and Jewish parallels], and 734
in this household table the fathers are told nothing about their power of disposal over their children; instead their duties 
are spelled out - they are not to provoke or irritate them.”
 Dunn (1996b:250)735
 Dunn (1996b:253) and O’Brien (1982:231-2)736
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or slaves to God (Rom 6.15-23), and even if Christian believers are free persons in social terms 
they are still slaves of Christ (1 Cor. 7.22).    737
 Another point to consider about the slavery section is the position of slaves in the Roman 
empire, the teachings of Christianity, and Christianity’s relationship to Rome.  Slaves were legally 
considered to be property (and were often treated as such).  In Colossians 3.11, Paul says that in Christ 
there is neither slave nor free.  This statement could easily be considered to be revolutionary and would 
not be taken well by Rome.   MacDonald says “The household codes offer ethical patterns for life 738
that emerge at a time when early Christianity was beginning a long journey of tenuous survival.”   739
Given the disparity between the view of Rome (slaves are property) and the view of Paul (there is no 
slave or free), the Colossians would likely need further explanation.   
 Slaves were considered to exist for whatever purposes their masters deemed fit.  Martin says 
“According to Roman law, a slave, though recognized in a sense as a human being (persona), was a 
thing (res).  Owners had the right to bind, torture, or kill their slaves.”   Williams adds to this that 740
slaves could be expected to fulfill their masters sexually as part of their duties.  He says the following:  
In the eyes of the law slaves were property pure and simple, and in general neither the law nor 
popular morality had anything to say about how a man used his own property.  Slaves’ bodies 
were entirely at their masters’ disposal, and from the earliest of times it seems to have been 
understood that among the services that Roman men might expect their slaves to perform was 
the satisfaction of their sexual desires.    741
The point of this is that slaves had control over nothing, including their own bodies.  While some 
masters might have treated their slaves better, most slaves were simply considered property.    742
 Let us note one final thing before we address some of the main issues in the section on slaves 
and masters.  Like the commands to wives and children, it is significant that the slaves are addressed 
directly.  Balch says:  
What is most notable is not the subordination of the slaves, but that they are addressed in the 
codes.  Many modern evaluations underestimate the integrating power of the early Christian 
congregation.  These groups are addressed as members of the ecclesia, not as members of a 
 Lincoln (1999:106)737
 To put this in context, Lincoln (1999:101) says “In Graeco-Roman culture, wives, children and slaves were expected to 738
accept the religion of the paterfalilias, the male head of the household, and so religious groups that attracted women and 
slaves were seen as particularly likely to be subversive of social stability.”  Rome would get nervous simply at the 
attraction of women and slaves to a religious group; to then say there is no difference between slave and free would be 
extremely alarming.  
 MacDonald (2007:105)739
 Martin (1990:xiii)740
 Williams (2010:310), Williams goes on to say “And, as we will see both in the earliest contemporary sources and in later 741
references to the distant past, it seems always to have been assumed that the master would make such use of his slaves of 
both sexes.”  
  It is not clear whether slaves were treated any different at Colossae than they were anywhere else, but the above are 742
general statements concerning attitudes towards slaves in the Roman world, and it is important to consider this as 
contextual background for the situation into which Paul was speaking.  For a more in-depth treatment of slavery, see 
Dale Martin’s Slavery as Salvation: The Metaphor of Slavery in Pauline Christianity.  
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household.  This integrating power is something entirely new in ancient social history: masters 
and slaves have the same Lord and judge (Col 3:25b).    743
Paul is addressing every person, regardless of gender, age, or status, as a responsible individual.  They 
will be treated as such by the Lord, and he is expecting them to act as such now.   
 As we look at the actual commands to the slaves, we find essentially Paul telling them to do 
their work well.  They are not to do their work in a superficial way,  but they are to perform their task 744
as if they were doing them for the Lord.  Expecting slaves to do their work would not have been 
anything revolutionary, but the motivation for their work was something new - they were to work as for 
the Lord.    745
 The command to masters, however, was very different from current thought.  As with the 
sections on husbands and fathers, the privileges of the authoritative party are being reduced and their 
responsibilities are being increased.  Specifically, masters are to treat their slaves justly and fairly, 
because they also have a Master in heaven “οἱ κύριοι τὸ δίκαιον καὶ τὴν ἰσότητα τοῖς δούλοις 
παρέχεσθε εἰδότες ὅτι καὶ ὑµεῖς ἔχετε κύριον ἐν οὐρανῷ.”   
 The word that jumps out is ἰσότης - equally/fairly.  The range of meaning for ἰσότης is fairly 
narrow.  According to BAGD, it can mean one of two things.  1) The “state of matters being held in 
proper balance, equality” or 2) The “state of being fair, fairness.”   Standhartinger says “Embedded in 746
the translation of the term ‘fairly’ is the notion of equality, ἰσότης … [which] does not merely represent 
what is reasonable, but in fact means equality between groups of varying status in ancient society.”  I 
think this might, however, be a bit too far.  Dunn suggests a more moderated view of ἰσότης.  “The idea 
of equality of treatment for slave and free in law was an impossible thought for the time.  However 
tempting, then, that Paul and Timothy have called for an effective abandonment of the legal status of 
slavery, it is much more probable that ἰσότης has the second sense of ‘equity, fairness.’”    747
 Given that Rome was not a democracy and there was no opportunity for someone like Paul to 
change the law or even suggest a modification, it seems unlikely to think that ἰσότης meant the 
breaking down of legal barriers between classes.  To suggest that would be outright revolution and 
would not have been good for the fledgling religion.  It is far more likely that Paul was telling the 
masters to treat their slaves fairly - above what the law required, but not outside of it - because they are 
slaves, too.  The masters have a Master in heaven, and they should remember this as they deal with 
their own slaves.   Still says “Whether later or sooner, be one slave or slave-owner, all believers will 748
be ultimately accountable to an impartial Master.”    749
 Balch (1988:33-4), Henderson (2006:424-5) says “What stands out here is not the concern with the conduct of the 743
subjugated group - non-Christian literature also deals with inferior household members - but rather the use of direct 
address … By appealing in an unmediated manner to the lesser parties, the writer imputes to them a degree of autonomy 
… In each case, then, the writer addresses wives, children, and slaves not as passive and silent members to be controlled 
by their superiors, but rather as those endowed with the capacity for choice, especially in regard to their interaction with 
the powerful figures in their lives.”  
 O’Brien (1982:227) “Eyeservice" essentially means “superficial.”744
 We will address the issue of doing things “in/for the Lord” a little later.  This is something that affects all three pairs, so 745
we will treat it after we have taken a look at each pair.  
 BAGD, ἰσότης, 481.  746
 Dunn (1996b:260)747
 Paul is also (implicitly) reminding them of the Golden Rule: Do unto others and you would have them do unto you.  748
 Still (2004:129)749
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 MacDonald says “While it is not usually conceived as such, the rhetorical strategy adopted by 
the author of Colossians in relation to slavery does involve a fundamental bestowal of honor: both 
slaves and masters are reminded of the distinction between the earthly master (lord) and the master 
(Lord) in heaven.  Slaves and masters ultimately serve the same Lord and may experience the reward of 
inheritance or the punishments of final judgment.”   While this would not put slaves and masters on 750
the same level in this world, it does so for the next world.  Eschatologically, slaves had been 
emancipated, and that knowledge should have been enough to start their believing masters down the 
right path.  It is also worth pointing out that in 3.1-4, the Colossians are told to live for the world above.  
If there is no difference between slave and master in the Lord’s eyes, and the Colossians are to live for 
the world above, it is implicit that the system under which they are currently living that includes 
slavery will end and they shouldn’t get too attached to it.   
 We should also consider the implications of this letter being carried by Onesimus (4.9).  
Apparently, one’s legal status as a slave was irrelevant to one’s ability to serve in the body of Christ.  A 
runaway slave, Onesimus, was being sent to instruct the Colossians on slavery - a fact which would not 
have been lost on the Colossians.  If Onesimus was the companion and messenger of Paul, then what 
we have is a slave  being placed in a position of authority over the people of Colossae (including 751
those who are slaveowners).  Since the carrier of a letter would have to explain questions about the 
letter, that means Onesimus was no mere postman; he was functioning as emissary to Paul the Apostle 
and teacher to the slaveowners at Colossae.  Furthermore, one whom Paul considers to be a faithful and 
beloved brother (τῷ πιστῷ καὶ ἀγαπητῷ ἀδελφῷ) would have been seen as an example of the freedom 
to be found in Christ and representative of the new way of life.   
 One final point to make is that the promise of inheritance given to slaves (3.24) is unique.  
Standhartinger says “In the realm of Roman and Hellenistic law, slaves were excluded from the right to 
inherit.”   MacDonald explains: 752
Given the legal standing of slaves described above, the promise in Col 3.24 that slaves will 
receive inheritance (κληρονοµία; cf. 1.12) offers a sign of the reversal of cultural expectations 
and is at the heart of the ideological justification for welcoming all - even the slaves of non-
believers - as God’s chosen ones (cf. Col 3.11-12) … However difficult it is to determine how it 
was being lived - and much about the interaction between slaves and free persons appears to 
have been conventional - something has changed for slaves in house church communities.  Col 
3.11 suggests that this change was experienced in baptism and reaffirmed in worship through 
mutual admonition and the giving of thanks to a new patron, God the Father (Col 3.15-17).    753
 There is a tension created between 3.11 and 3.22-4.1.  In the former, Paul says that there is 
neither slave nor free.  However, in the latter, he tells slaves that they should obey their masters and 
masters should treat their servants fairly.  With the left hand, he dismisses slavery, while with the right, 
he affirms it.  A resolution can be found when we compare this section to the rest of the letter.   
 Standhartinger says “The letter conspicuously avoids using the Pauline term ‘co-
worker’ (συνέργος) although this term is familiar (cf. 4.11).  Instead of being designated ‘co-workers,’ 
 MacDonald (2007:108)750
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Epaphras and Tychicus are referred to as ‘fellowservants’ (συνδούλος 1.7; 4.7; cf. 4.12).  
‘Lord’ (κυρίος) in the Colossian epistle refers to Christ alone (1.3; 2.6; 3.12, 24).  It is the responsibility 
of the ‘fellow servants’ Epaphras and Tychicus to imitate Paul in word and deed, just as the whole 
congregation in turn imitates the Pauline party through ‘teaching and admonition’ (3.16; cf. 1.28).”   754
Later, she says the following: 
If the household code is read in the context of the letter as a whole, one discovers something 
surprising.  Only one social group is mentioned both in the household code and in the letter, viz. 
that of masters and slaves.  Christ is master alone.  Apart from the household code there is no 
mention of masters again, only ‘fellow servants’ (1.17; 4.7, 12).  In the congregation, which 
according to the letter is made up of spiritually renewed people (3.1-17), any differentiations 
between Jews and Gentiles, foreigners and indigenous, slaves and free persons are abolished.  
Thus it is likely that when the authors speak of ‘fellow servants’ they envisage not merely slaves 
but all members of the congregation.  Their work for Christ (3.22-24) is to be rewarded with an 
inheritance; theirs is the promise of a fair judgment.    755
The tension between the equality of 3.11 and the slavery of 3.22-4.1 can therefore be resolved if we 
accept three propositions.   
1. All Christians are slaves to their heavenly master, Christ.   
 The two quotes from Standhartinger (above)  point towards this conclusion; everyone is 756
described as a servant.  This includes Paul, who describes his afflictions, toil, and struggle (1.24-2.5) as 
well as his chains (4.18).  Even one who is an apostle (1.1) and is sent specifically by the Lord is not 
described as a master but rather as one subject to the will of the one he serves.    757
2. The Colossians still lived in a society where the slave/master distinction holds.   
 In ancient society, slavery was assumed to be part of a functioning society.  Slavery was 
assumed and there was no legal opportunity to change it.  Paul and the Colossians did not live in the 
modern, Western world where democracy exists and there is opportunity to push for one’s views 
peacefully.  Slavery was a reality that could not be changed without overthrowing the Roman empire 
(which was a less than practical idea).   
3. The commands in the paraenetic section are about how to live for the world above while still 
acknowledging the realities of existing in this world.   
 If there is truly no difference between slave and free for those in Christ (3.11), then the issue is 
how to live in a world where slavery exists while still believing that.  Because of practical constraints 
(such as fear of retaliation from Rome), it would not have been possible for Paul to advocate freeing all 
slaves.  However, it would have been possible for the Colossians to demonstrate what they believed 
towards outsiders (4.2-6) while still obeying the law of the land.  The way to do this had two parts.  
First, live within the constraints that society placed on people (slavery).  Second, demonstrate a better 
way by acting better than was either required or normal, i.e., living for the world above.  When slaves 
did their best work for their masters (not eyeservice), even though they didn’t have to, and masters 
treated their slaves fairly, even though they didn’t have to, the Colossians Christians would send a 
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strong message to onlookers that they were different.  The natural question that would have been asked 
by those who saw their actions was “Why?”   
 To argue for the abolition of slavery within the Roman Empire would have been heard as a call for slaves 
to revolt.  Westermann says that slave revolts began in Italy immediately after the end of the Hannibalic War [201 
B.C.] and occurred intermittently until 70 B.C.   However, while the slave rebellions might have ended in 70 758
B.C., the use of slaves for political purposes continued.  Westermann says “From 60 to 50 B.C. in Rome itself the 
use of slaves and freedmen to exert political pressure grew to scandalous proportions.”   Joshel says about the 759
time after the revolts, “Although there were no more large-scale slave rebellions, the Romans constantly feared 
slave revolts.  The truism of Roman slave-holders was tot servi, quot hostes - you have as many enemies as you 
have slaves.”    760
 Because the issue of slavery remained explosive even during the time when there were no rebellions, Paul 
probably did not want Rome to view the fledgling religion of Christianity as attempting to use the power of slaves 
to rise up.  It would not have been difficult for Rome to view Christianity that way if Paul were preaching 
emancipation, especially when one considers that founder of the religion was crucified as the “King of the Jews.”  
Parsons says, “It may be that the apostles realized the danger of advocating abolition in a civilization in which 
slavery was part of the framework of its social structure.  The demand for freedom had been heard before.  Three 
wars had been fought and lost over the issue, and the lot of the remaining slaves merely worsened.  The difficulty 
in protesting was the fact that slaves had no peaceful, constitutional way of agitating for their liberty.”    761
 Additionally, it is worth noting that even if the early Christians had the desire to start another slave 
rebellion (which is doubtful), they simply didn’t have the manpower.  Christianity in the mid-first century was 
quite small.  For example, Fellows says “The proportion of the Corinthian population that become Christians 
before the writing of 1 Corinthians was very small (probably between .06% and .25%).”   Even in one of the 762
churches that was to gain so much attention from Paul, the population of Christians remained very small.  There 
would have been little chance to change culture through numbers.   
 However, in discussing the letter to the Ephesians, Fowl gives a dissenting opinion to the view that Paul 
was concerned about stirring up too much trouble.  He says “Ephesians displays none of the apologetic concerns 
that comprise the scholarly consensus regarding the household codes.  Indeed, Paul’s willing acceptance of and 
frequent reference to his imprisonment for Christ’s sake shows that he has little interest in masking the potentially 
disruptive costs and results of Christianity.  Furthermore, in the light of 5:3-20, it is clear that Paul does not want 
the Ephesians to live according to the moral conventions of the world around them.  Thus there is no reason to 
assume that when Paul addresses the ordering of Christian households in Ephesus, he has any interest in showing 
that Christians are not a threat to the order of the city.”    763
 Given Paul’s account of his suffering in Col 1, Fowl’s point about Paul’s lack of concern about stirring up 
trouble seems to apply to Colossians as well.  Probably the best answer to this objection is that Paul was not as 
concerned with the structures of society as he was with how Christians lived within those structures.  Christians 
were not to be concerned so much with their situation but with how to live as Christians within that situation.  
They were to make a difference by example.  That means that they had to live in a society which they had no 
ability to change, but they were to do it in a way that made people sit up and take notice.  It is this situation which 
Colossians addresses.  As Parsons says, “The apostles, generally, are not making social comment on prevailing 
custom, they are asking the question, … ‘What is the relationship between Christian freedom and social 
slavery?’”    764
 What Paul is doing with the Household Code is creating an alternate reality.  The normal social 
reality is the one in which a person was a man, woman, child, slave, or master.  This is the only reality 
of which most of the hearers of Colossians would have been aware.  However, in the text, Paul 
describes something different.  He describes everyone as equal in Christ and says that all are 
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responsible to the same master.   Paul presents the Colossians with an alternate reality that is very 765
different that the one in which they live, and the norms of the heaven-focused reality do not look like 
the norms of their earth-focused reality.   
 However, it does not appear that Paul was suggesting that his new reality should replace the old 
one as much as it looks like he intended it to be a correction (or at least a partial one).  Normally, slaves 
are treated badly, but if one applies the heaven-focused reality the situation is (somewhat) corrected.  
The application, though, does not mean that the first reality is done away with.  Paul is not arguing for 
a slave rebellion and the overthrowing of the current world order.  Rather, what he is offering is more 
like an update to a piece of software that is meant to fix the bugs with the current code rather than 
replacing the code entirely.   
 The difference these changes make to the Colossians’ lives can be found in restored 
relationships and functional fairness.  Generating true fairness would mean changing Roman law, 
abolishing slavery, ending sexual and racial discrimination, etc.  This was out of reach for an itinerant 
preacher of a fledgling religion.  However, while he could not change the system and reach true 
fairness, he could encourage people to be fair to one another, even though they didn’t have to be.  So, 
while he could not abolish slavery, if he could get Christians to view each other as brothers and sisters 
in Christ regardless of whether one was slave or free, on a practical, day-to-day level, people could 
transcend the normal boundaries and treat each other as equals.  Even though the Christian population 
was very small compared to the Roman empire as a whole or even the cities in which it existed, people 
who lived differently than those around them would have been noticed.  Paul was planting a seed that 
had the potential to grow into something much larger.  If the Christian community could live differently 
than those around them (according to heaven-focused norms), not only would the community itself be 
different, but those around them might catch the bug as well.   
 I think we should make one final note before we move on.  It is worth considering whether 
there might have been additional reasons for the elongated section on slaves and masters.  It is possible 
that the slavery section of the Code was also being used to address the alternative philosophy by 
flattening the hierarchy.  “Those who disqualify” (2.18) would logically be putting themselves in the 
role of judges - and therefore above everyone else.  In contrast, Paul puts himself with everyone else as 
a fellow servant (along with Epaphras and Tychicus - people, like Paul, who could have claimed status 
in the Christian community).  Furthermore, the servant language, which was quite extensive, could also 
have been emphasized to counter the selfishness/idolatry discussed in 3.5-11.  It is possible, then, that 
the emphasis on slavery and servanthood might have been emphasized to address the problems 
selfishness and hierarchy.   
In the Lord 
 Martin (1990:147) says “Surprising as it may seem to modern readers, Paul’s slavery to Christ [as described in other 765
letters] did not connote humility but rather established his authority as Christ’s agent and spokesperson.”  The slaves in 
Colossae might be thinking of the upwardly mobile slaves that existed in the ancient world when Paul said that they had 
a master in heaven.  Therefore, it might not simply have been an attempt at equality when Paul connected all the 
Colossians with a Master in heaven; it might also have been an elevation in status for all parties.  Even if one were a 
freeborn owner of slaves, becoming a slave would have been quite a a step up if as a slave you were a spokesperson for 
the creator God.  (Read Martin’s surrounding discussion of how Paul’s slavery to Christ would have been heard by 
Greco-Roman city-dwellers for a deeper understanding of this.)
!191
 There is a strong emphasis on Christ as Lord in the Household Code.  Henderson says “Whereas 
the term ‘Christ’ appears some twenty-five times in the letter, ‘Lord’ occurs only sixteen times, nine of 
which are found in the passage under consideration [3.18-4.1].  Particularly in matters that deal with 
social relationships, the writer asserts that all ‘subjugation’ occurs within the framework of Christ’s 
lordship.”   The reason for this relates to the motivation the Colossians are given for living as Paul 766
commands them.  Henderson continues “For whereas Aristotle appeals to the cosmic scheme as the 
basis for household hierarchies, the instruction here states a different impetus indeed: ‘as is fitting in 
the Lord’ (Col 3:18); ‘for this is your acceptable duty in the Lord’ (Col 3:20); and ‘fearing the 
Lord’ (Col 3:22).”    767
 The motivation and example provided by the Lord are critical for the Colossians, because the 
Colossians have one foot in the world above and one foot in this world.  Witherington and Wessels say 
“The ‘Lord’ references were not formal, meaningless platitudes, but evidence that Paul meant the 
influence of the risen Christ and the example of Jesus to guide the ethos of the Colossians.”   Paul is 768
pointing them back towards the example they had in Jesus to show how they can accomplish living in 
this world but for the world above.   
 We have already seen that the passage is different from other ancient codes in that it gives 
reciprocal duties and values the lesser parties as real members of the community.  Something else that 
makes it different is the constant emphasis that “this is what the Lord requires.”  The idea is that the 
person who lives in this community is subjected to the κύριος.  When we first looked at how this part 
of Colossians was structured, we noted that the Code seems to have been inserted into the letter and 
that 4.2 flows from 3.17.  If the Code is like a case study, then we should still be thinking of 3.17 as we 
read through it.  3.17 (“whatever you do in word or deed …”) is more about being led by the spirit than 
it is about following rules.  Indeed, the virtues/vices section preceding it really isn’t very specific - the 
commands are all very general.  It seems, then, that the emphasis is not on the specific conduct itself as 
much as it is on the manner and spirit in which the conduct is performed (though the actual conduct is 
important because by it believers represent Christ to the world).   
 The constant references to the κύριος are probably connected with 3.10.  When Paul says the 
Colossians are being renewed in the image of God, he means that they are being made into the 
representatives of God.  Just as in the hymn where Christ is called the image of the invisible God, the 
Colossian Christians here are called the images of God.  As Christ is God’s representative and people 
can see God by looking at Christ, so the Colossians are God’s representatives and people can see Christ 
by looking at them.  That means that the Colossians must act in a manner that reflects His 
characteristics.  This transformation occurs by being in constant contact with the source of the image in 
which they are being renewed - hence, ἐν κυρίῳ.   
 Their accurate representation of the κύριος requires the Colossians not only to represent Christ 
individually but corporately as well.  3.11 speaks of the abolition of racial, religious, cultural, and 
social barriers, i.e. inter-personal relations.  The Colossians are to represent the new humanity to the 
old humanity which will require them to put self-gratification behind them and focus on putting others’ 
needs before their own.  Because Christ is the forerunner and exemplar of renewed humanity, the 
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Colossians must have Christ as their example (revelation) if they are to be renewed and demonstrate 
renewed humanity to the world.  It is only through dying and rising with Christ that the Colossians can 
be renewed.   
 What we see in 3.10 and in the virtue/vice lists is relational behavior.  We do not see a change in 
earthly status, because it is assumed that one cannot easily change one’s status (as a slave, for 
example), nor can one easily change the structure of society.  Rather, what a person can change is how 
he will respond to the situation in which he finds himself.  He can choose to live as a new creation in a 
broken world.  According to Paul, this manifests itself most in relationships.  If the Colossians love/
respect/are patient with one another, they will treat their slaves/wives/children well.   
 In this, we see once again that once one accepts the lordship of Christ, there must be an impact 
on one’s behavior - beliefs impact actions.  Christianity is not merely assenting to a list of doctrinal 
beliefs (though doctrine is central).  Rather, Christianity is an integrated relational experience in which 
one learns more about God and becomes more like the κύριος (Christ).  That means, if one tries to 
pursue these ethics without the κύριος, he would not be regarded as Christian (at least by Paul).  The 
ethical side of Christianity is about becoming more like Christ and representing him to the world.   
Comparison with Ancient Parallels 
 Some commentators, like Osiek and Balch, will say that in Paul’s version of the Household 
Code not much has changed from other contemporary options.  While they note the differences 
between the two, such as the active roles for subordinate members,  they will say things like “In great 769
contrast to the leadership of women and their active participation in the worship of early Pauline 
assemblies, this pseudonymous letter assimilates Pauline household values to Aristotelian politics.”   770
However, this is to read the Code at merely a surface level and to appreciate neither the differences 
between Paul and Aristotle nor the reason some of the Code conformed to prevailing norms.    771
 Standhartinger says that “Most of the exhortations in Col 3.18-4.1 represent conventional 
formulations,”  but that is not necessarily a bad thing.  While much of what we read in ancient 772
household codes is objectionable to modern ears,  it would not have been to ancient ears.  Dunn says 773
“Believers were being urged not to be different at this point, but to live fully in accord with high social 
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ideals, widely esteemed by other ethicists of the time.  The perspective and enabling might be different, 
but the goals were shared.”    774
 The fact is, though, that while many of the ideals in the Code were in line with high social ideas 
in the ancient world, there were quite a few differences between the two.  Witherington and Wessels 
say the following: 
When one compares this material to either the ancient discussion of the household management 
in Aristotle and other such sources, or the Stoic or Greco-Roman codes, one is profoundly 
struck by not just the Christian elements but also the social engineering that is being undertaken 
here to limit the abuse of power by the head of the household, using Christian rationales to 
equalize and personalize, as well as Christianize, the relationship between the head and the rest 
of the family.  The fact is that we do not find the exhortation to the head of the household to 
love their wives, or not break the spirit of their children, or treat their slaves with some equity 
and justice, in most of the parallel literature.    775
 Obviously, Paul started with the ideals current in the Greco-Roman thought of his day, but he 
was working to fix the problems inherent in a system which favored the powerful over the weak.  
Wright says “Paul has thoroughly Christianized the code, not just by adding ‘in the Lord’ at certain 
points, but by balancing carefully the duties and responsibilities of the various family members so that 
the stronger parties have duties as well as rights, and those who are in a position of submission are 
treated as responsible human beings with rights as well as duties.”    776
 Given that what we have said about the Code so far makes it look quite different than other 
contemporary views, we should compare it to the parallel passage in Ephesians 5-6 to see if what we 
have said is novel/strange or represents a genuine early Christian view.    
 The codes in Ephesians and Colossians are very similar,  and we find the same three 777
reciprocal pairs (wives/husbands, children/parents, slaves/masters) present in Colossians with the 
subordinate party mentioned first and treated as a responsible individual.   We cannot evaluate the 778
Ephesian Code in detail, but we can make some general observations.  We will briefly review each of 
the reciprocal pairs, compare them with Colossians, and then make a summary.   
 In the Ephesians Code, we find that the hierarchical view of marriage is reaffirmed  as it is in 779
Colossians.  However, Fowl explains that “To the extent that Paul does advocate conventionally 
hierarchical and patriarchal households, it is more likely because Christianity emerged in a social 
context where these patriarchal structures were already in place.  His choice was not whether or not to 
adopt domestic patterns in which its members already found themselves, but whether or not to 
encourage behavior within these structures which would embody a new set of values typical of a new 
vision of human community.”    780
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 There is disagreement over whether the command in 5.21 implies mutual submission of 
believers to one another,  but Foulkes makes the point that “It is significant that throughout this 781
section husbands and wives are reminded of their duties and not their rights.”   However, one big 782
difference in the Ephesians Code is that “the hierarchical pattern of the household table reflects not 
simply a patriarchal model but one which is creational (note Paul’s use of Gen. 2:24).”   This suggests 783
that in implementing the hierarchy between husband and wife, the Ephesian Code is not merely 
following cultural norms but the creation order of Genesis.   
 The short section on children in Ephesians gives the same instructions as in Colossians, though 
the command to children includes a reference back to the decalogue.  Perkins says that “Ephesians is 
less interested in the negative aspects of discipline than the positive responsibility for instruction … 
Thus Ephesians indicates that Christian fathers will be devoted to training their children in virtuous 
behavior.”   The emphasis, therefore, is not in the submission of children to their fathers/parents for 784
the purpose of a quiet household but for the training of the children in the “discipline and instruction of 
the Lord” (Eph 6.4).   
 Like the section on children/parents, the section on slaves/masters reads very similarly to 
Colossians.  In both Codes, master and slave are told that they serve the same Lord, and this is key to 
changing the masters’ treatment of their slaves.  Perkins says that “The eschatological understanding 
that the Lord in the heavens treats all alike undermines a fundamental assumption in the hierarchy of 
power, that those in power enjoy their position through divine favor.”   This brings us to another close 785
comparison with Colossians - the phrase ὡς τῷ κυρίῳ.   
 In the Ephesians Code, all of the actions of believers are to be done ὡς τῷ κυρίῳ.  One’s actions 
are to be performed with thought to how they should be done as a follower of Christ.  Foulkes explains 
how this would look for a wife.  “When the apostle adds the little phrase as to the Lord, he does not 
imply that the relationship of wife to husband is directly comparable to her relationship to her heavenly 
Lord, but rather that when a duty is performed ‘in the Lord’ (as the parallel passage in Col. 3:18 puts 
it), it is carried out ‘as is fitting in the Lord.’”  Therefore, just as in Colossians, the Ephesians Code 786
ties a believer’s actions to his relationship with Christ.  The two are not independent.   
 The same themes present in the Colossians Code are found in the Ephesians Code.  Hoehner 
says “Paul’s injunctions reflect a hierarchical structure but still there is no suggestion of misogyny or 
the sweeping powers of the male head which were practiced in the early Greek household and even to a 
greater degree in the early Roman household … The believers are to carry out their responsibilities as 
to the Lord in the power of the Holy Spirit.”   O’Brien says that “The early Christian household codes 787
were, if anything, socially conservative, and show that believers were not about to overthrow the social 
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order,”  and even though they were hierarchical “to suggest that the tables were simply conformist is 788
misleading, for within the hierarchical social order they were radical and profoundly liberating.”    789
 But, we should be aware that it is not that the author(s) of these early codes were simply 
attempting to be radical and liberating.  Rather, he/they were trying to guide the early Christian 
communities into what they viewed as right behavior.  Right behavior consisted in doing everything “as 
to the Lord” or “in the Lord” (which amount to the same thing).  It does not seem, though, that Paul 
was either endorsing or condemning the prevailing social order.  Rather, Ephesians (like Colossians) 
reads more like the audience of the letter is being told how to live as Christians in whatever situation in 
which it finds itself.   Fowl says that “The most important thing Paul offers the Ephesians is the 790
example of seeing and interpreting the world through christologically ground lenses, rather than lenses 
ground by Roman social custom and convention.  If the Ephesians and all Christians learn this skill of 
seeing and interpreting their world through Christ-focused lenses, even as various social and material 
and political circumstances change, they will be able to continue to ‘walk in a manner worthy of [their] 
calling’ (4:1).”  791
 In comparing the Codes in Colossians and Ephesians, we find that they are much more similar 
to each other than they are to the thoughts on household management in the Greco-Roman world.  
While the views of Colossians may be novel or strange in relation to the outside world, they find a 
home within the early Christian world.   
Significance 
 The Household Code represents a delicate balance Paul is making between opposing forces.  
Hull explains the situation:   
Any Christian group lives in a certain tension with its culture, at the same time reflecting the 
social norms and bringing the gospel to bear in such a way as to ultimately transform that 
society to be in line with the ‘new creation in Christ.’  Thus the household code in the New 
Testament mirrors a society in which patriarchal rule and the rights of masters over slaves are 
not only customary but also sanctioned by Roman law.  For a powerless, minority religion to 
challenge this system head-on would be to condemn Christianity to an early death.    792
 On the one hand, it would be impossible for Paul to talk of being renewed in the image of Christ 
if there were not changes to be made at both an individual and community level.  On the other hand, as 
Hull and others have said, Rome would not have permitted this fledgling group to oppose them directly 
and make an attempt at empire-wide social change.  The key word in the quote above is “transform.”  
The new religion was seeking to transform society not replace it or live outside of it.  In other words, 
they were not to attempt to be the new people of God by either overthrowing Rome (a common desire 
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in certain sects of Judaism at the time) or by separating from society (as at Qumran).  They were trying 
to be in and among society while living differently than those who were a part of it.    793
 The end result of this is that in order to transform the society in existence,  Christianity would 794
have to adopt its social structures.  To completely reject them would be to live separately and have little 
to no impact on society.  With the need to impact society as a constraint, it is not surprising at all that 
we see the prevailing structure of the household adopted in the Code.  With the renewal that comes in 
Christ, it is also not surprising that we find the Code significantly modified from its ancient parallels 
(reciprocal duties, motivation/focus change, etc.).  The path forward, it appears, was for the Colossians 
to live in society with its structures but to be different and focus on the things above.   Separation 795
from society and complete replacement of its structures were not options.   
 The chief virtue we discussed previously was love/selflessness, and in the Code we find a 
practical application of this virtue to daily life.  Wright says “The Stoics (who provide some of the 
closest pagan parallels to these household lists) based their teaching on the law of nature: this is the 
way the world is, so this is how you must be in harmony with it.  Paul bases his on the law of the new 
nature: Christ releases you to be truly human, and you must now learn to express yourself according to 
the divine pattern, not in self-assertion but in self-giving.”   This model works through the standard 796
structure whereby the more powerful party is in control, but it works against the selfishness which 
dominated that system.  Husbands/fathers/masters no longer have unlimited rights.  They must love 
those they lead and treat others as they would want to be treated - knowing that they too have a Master 
in heaven.  Henderson says “In each case, the Code subverts authoritarian power by setting ethical 
standards of love, compassion, and humility for those in the dominant social position.”    797
 What we see, then, is not merely a list a rules for how families should behave.  The Household 
Code represents the application of the norms of a heaven-focused life to the prevailing customs of the 
family.  In other words, by being part of the body of Christ, one should live differently as a wife/
husband, child/parent, or slave/master.  One’s relationship with Christ should dominate all aspects of 
the believer’s life and change every part with which it comes in contact.  The commands we looked at 
in the ethical section were primarily relational commands.  Love, compassion, humility, patience, … 
are all relational.  The impact of Christ, therefore, can be seen in how the Colossians live their daily 
lives in relation to one another.   
 We also noticed in this section the absence of any attempt to change the structures of the 
world.   Christians are not primarily trying to change their situations; rather, as Parsons says 798
 This sounds reminiscent of Jesus telling the people to be salt, which has to actually be in the food to change its taste.  793
 As we saw previously, the commands in 3.1-4.6 are not simply about individual morality.  There is a strong inter-794
personal component to both the positive and negative commands.  Furthermore, 4.2-6 emphasizes the need to walk in 
wisdom toward outsiders.  The Christian life, as it is explained to the Colossians, is not simply about a personal morality.  
It is about living a renewed life both personally and communally.  
 Henderson (2006:420-421) says “The Colossians Code applies the logic of Christ’s lordship to the writer’s own cultural 795
milieu, actively engaging the prevailing worldview in light of the cross.  In these words, we find neither wholesale 
endorsement of secular Hellenistic values nor a prophetic indictment of stratified social structure.  Instead, the writer 
refracts prevailing assumptions regarding household conduct through the lens of the Christian faith.”  
 Wright (1986:147)796
 Henderson (2006:425)797
 There was little opportunity for this in the ancient world anyway.  The Colossians did not live in a modern, Western 798
democracy.  The structures of the world, for the most part, were fixed.  
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“Christians are to be extraordinary people in the world in which they are placed.”   The ethical 799
section and the Household Code were trying to help the Colossians towards right behavior, which 
meant doing everything in the Lord.  Right behavior meant looking like Christ and being a good 
symbol/image/representation of him.  When the world looked at one of the Colossian Christians, they 
should have been able to see Christ.  This last point is essential given that the Colossians were trying to 
reach outsiders (4.5-6).  In order for the Colossians to reach non-Christians, they had to live in society 
rather than separate from it.  Even if that means that their social situation might have been less than 
ideal, reaching outsiders meant living among them and living both similarly and dissimilarly.    800
 Earlier, we looked at the themes of revelation and renewal and said that these should both be 
received by Christians (believers should learn more about God and grow closer in their walk with Him) 
and they should be shared by Christians (believers should share what they know about God with 
outsiders and demonstrate the renewed life to others).  In the Household Code, we see one of the main 
ways the Colossians were able to make the latter half (sharing) happen.  Living under the same system 
as their neighbors but transcending that system and being better than one has to be will help show what 
it means to be renewed in Christ.  The Colossians will send a strong message if their relationships 
(especially hostile ones like those between slave and master) are characterized by love and peace.  As 
images/symbols of Christ, they will be walking examples of who Christ himself is.   
 Parsons (1988:90)799
 A point one often forgets about salt (seen here in 4.5 as well as in the Gospels) is that salt has to be in the food - 800
otherwise, it cannot flavor it.  In the Gospels, Jesus made a similar point about light.  Light is only useful if it is in a dark 
place, otherwise, it is unnecessary.  
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14. Conclusion 
 We have spent our time up to this point investigating Paul’s message to the Colossians in detail.  
In order to try to understand the essence of his message and come to some conclusions about what 
makes his message distinctively Christian, we will first summarize the main themes of the letter, and 
then we will look for the essential elements.   
Summary of the Letter’s Theology 
The Person and Work of Christ 
 The starting point for Paul’s theology  in Colossians is, not surprisingly, God.  Paul makes 801
some statement about God at least every few verses through the letter, and sometimes, he makes 
multiple statements in a single verse.  Believers are to know His will (1.8) and to increase in the 
knowledge of God (1.10).  It is God who qualifies man (1.12) and delivers him from the domain of 
darkness and transfers him to the kingdom of His beloved son (1.13).  It is God who is responsible for 
rooting, establishing, and building the believer (2.7), and He is responsible for the circumcision, 
baptism, making alive, etc. those who are in Christ (2.11-15).  God is the one who judges (3.5), and He 
is the one who should receive thanks (3.16).  God is the one who opens a door for the word (4.3), and 
He is the ruler of the kingdom (4.11).   
 While this is not a complete list of what Paul says about God in Colossians, it is enough to 
show that he thinks that actions originate in and are directed to God.  God is the beginning and end of 
all things.  This is significant, not because Paul says anything unusual about God, but because of how 
he relates Christ to God.   
 In the hymn, Christ is described as the image of the invisible God.  This essentially means that 
Christ is the visible representation of the God who cannot be seen.  However, this is different than 
when Genesis says that man was made in the image of God or when Colossians 3 says that man is 
being renewed in the image of his creator.  According to Colossians, Christ is the creator in whose 
image humanity is being renewed, and while Genesis says man was made from the dust of the ground, 
Colossians says that Christ was responsible for making both man and dust (since he created all things).   
 Christ is the image of God (1.15), the one in whom the fullness was pleased to dwell (1.19, 
bodily - 2.9), God’s chosen means of reconciliation (1.20), the one who is seated at His right hand 
(3.1), the one in whom believers’ lives are hidden (3.3), and the one through whom thankfulness goes 
on its way to God (3.17).  Christ is where one learns to know God.  He is the one who acts on God’s 
behalf and is the agent of God.  The God with whom Paul begins his theological thought is the one that 
Christ reveals.  And, if Christ reveals that God fully (1.19, 2.9), then what we know about who God is 
from Paul’s statements about Him can be transferred to Christ.   
 Returning to the idea of Christ as the creator, we find that the hymn describes him as the 
uncreated creator.  Everything that was created - the heavens and the earth, the seen and the unseen - all 
was created by him, through him, and for him (which goes beyond the Wisdom theology that lies 
 Remember, in Colossians, Paul is not delivering a Christian theology, as such.  What we find here is the response to 801
certain challenges.  Our task has been to look through his response and the unique way he addresses this particular 
situation to try to find the central elements of Christianity (on his view) and what makes his message distinctively 
Christian.  
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behind the hymn).  Christ is on the creator side of the creator/creation divide, which means that he is 
not part of creation.  Christ, like God, is uncreated.  But, if this were as far as the hymn went, its 
theology would not be that interesting.  We would have an expanded view of the Wisdom of God (the 
Jewish way of bridging the gap between transcendent God and finite man) that was now given a name, 
but that would be it - a small and perhaps interesting modification, but nothing more.   
 However, in the last two verses of the hymn (1.19-20), we find statements that take us into 
entirely new territory.  V.20 says that the blood of the cross was his blood.  This same uncreated creator 
who is the visible representation of the invisible God is identified with Jesus of Nazareth.  The previous 
verse, v.19, explains that this identification was possible because the fullness dwelled in him.  2.9 
expands on this and says that the fullness of deity dwelled in him bodily. Paul describes God’s presence 
not as dwelling in a place but in a person, Jesus.  As the fullness of God dwelled in Israel’s Temple, so 
the fullness of God dwells in Christ.  Even though Jews and early Christians would say that God was 
present everywhere, according to Paul, He was and is present in a special way in Jesus.  On his view, 
Christ is functioning as the Temple: the place where God and man meet.    802
 Even though in the first part of the hymn Christ is described as a transcendent being, in the final 
part of the hymn, we are told that this same being lived, died, and rose again as Jesus of Nazareth.  
Though Trinitarian and Incarnational theology would not make an appearance for many years after the 
writing of Colossians, it is easy to understand how they came about when one examines passages like 
Colossians 1.15-20.  Christ is said to be the uncreated creator while also living, dying, and rising again 
as a human.  As a human, he was born and had a beginning point in time; yet the uncreated creator had 
no beginning.  Certainly, Christ is not a human who took on divinity, but (building off Wisdom 
thought) it does look like the hymn is saying that the divine was manifested/presented in Jesus.    803
 We saw previously that the two main strophes of the hymn place in parallel the two aspects of 
the person of Christ.  Additionally, they also place in parallel the two aspects of the work of Christ: the 
original creation and the resurrection.  The balancing of the resurrection in the second half with the 
original creation in the first half indicates that the resurrection of Jesus signals the beginning of his 
renewal of creation.   
 In examining the hymn, we saw that Christ is responsible for original creation.  As we also saw 
in our investigation of the hymn, there is an implied “Fall” between Christ’s original creation and his 
renewal of creation (otherwise, there would be no need for it to be renewed).  The effect of this Fall 
was to disrupt the order that existed in the beginning when creation existed in harmony with its creator.  
With the Fall, hostility was introduced between creator and creation, and humans became a part of the 
domain of darkness (1.13).  According to Paul, Christ’s current work is the renewal of creation; 
however, this is not a straightforward task.   
 Christ’s end goal is to renew creation to its proper order: an order in which creation serves 
creator and all live in harmony.  However, not all creation wants to be a part of this renewal process, 
and consequently, reconciliation and renewal are different things.  Reconciliation is the return of all 
things into the sphere of Christ and a reordering of the cosmos into its proper relation to Christ.  Those 
who accept reconciliation in this life can expect to also be renewed and are and will be on good terms 
 The categories of Wisdom and Temple are both ways of talking about how God and man meet, and both of them are 802
being applied to Christ.  
 Obviously, there are many other questions that arise here about the Trinity and the Incarnation, but these go beyond the 803
scope of this study.  
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with God.  Those who refuse to be reconciled will be reconciled against their will, will not be renewed, 
and are not and will not be on good terms with God.   Renewal (for humans) involves reconciliation 804
in that renewed beings will be returned to proper relation to Christ, but their renewal will go further 
than mere reconciliation (the ending of hostilities).  Those who are renewed will be remade into the 
image of their creator (3.9-10) and become perfect/complete (τέλειος, 1.28).   805
 In order for renewal to be possible, Christ had to make it possible.  Here, we see the importance 
of the Resurrection.  According to the hymn, Christ’s death and resurrection opened a door for others to 
follow after him.  He became the firstborn from the dead and the originator of a new humanity.  Only 
with the resurrection was it possible for reconciliation and renewal to happen, because it was the 
resurrection that reversed the effects of the Fall.   
 The hymn points toward Christ’s resurrection as the beginning of the renewal of creation, but 
we do not find any details about it until chapter 2.  In 2.11-15, we find a series of five metaphors 
(circumcision, baptism, forgiveness from moral transgressions, death and resurrection, and disarming 
and triumph) that describe how the resurrection applies to man.  There is a lot of overlap in the 
meaning of these metaphors, but when they are all combined, we find three things believers gain from 
voluntarily accepting reconciliation and beginning to be renewed in Christ.   In Christ, believers gain 806
1) entrance into the new people of God, the Church (circumcision plus baptism), 2) forgiveness from 
moral transgressions as part of this new relationship with Christ through the Church (death and 
resurrection plus cancellation of the record of debt), and 3) freedom from the powers who stand against 
them (disarming and triumph).   
 As a result of what we have learned from 1.15-20 and 2.11-15, we can now understand why 
1.13-14 is possible.   Believers were not simply transferred from the domain of darkness into the 
kingdom of God’s beloved Son.  Christ created the kingdom, which, because it is a spiritual kingdom, 
consists of those who are “in Christ” and are being renewed after the image of their creator.  This was 
only possible because Christ died and rose again, thereby making a new beginning for those who are in 
him.  In Christ, believers find salvation not from earthly masters (as Israel did in the Exodus) but from 
sin and its consequences.  The record of believers’ transgressions against the eternal moral law of God 
(according to their understanding of it as either Jews or Gentiles) has been taken away through Christ’s 
work on the cross (2.14).  Believers now have nothing to fear from the evil powers of the domain of 
darkness, because the powers’ weapon, the record of transgressions, has been taken away.   
 Christ continues his work on earth through his body, the Church.  The middle strophe of the 
hymn (1.17-18a) speaks of his sustaining of creation but connects the sustaining of creation with the 
Church.  It is now the job of believers to represent Christ as his images/symbols and to carry on his 
 This is why 1.22 speaks of reconciliation as only including believers while 1.20 is for all humanity.  Those who are 804
reconciled in 1.22 are reconciled “in his body of flesh by his death” and are in the faith and have the hope of the gospel 
(v.23).  Therefore, as we have seen, reconciliation is the return of all things into the sphere of Christ; renewal is 
something additional that happens to those who are in Christ.  So, even though the word “reconcile” is used in 1.22, the 
concept is different because the words that follow describe the Colossians as being in Christ.  
 The focus in Colossians is on the renewal of humanity, but that does not mean that that is the extent of what Christ is 805
renewing.  No doubt, Paul would say that whatever was subject to the effects of the Fall would need to be renewed.  If, 
for example, creation itself were affected by the Fall (as one finds in Romans), then it would need to be renewed as well.  
In this study, though, we are simply focusing on what we find in Colossians.  
 3.9-10 indicates that renewal is a process.  806
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work.  Through Christ believers have been receiving both revelation and renewal, and in Christ, it is 
their responsibility to share revelation and renewal with others.   
Beliefs and Actions 
 On the one hand, connecting beliefs and actions is not unique to Christianity.  It was common 
practice among moral teachers to say that one’s actions should follow from one’s beliefs.  This fact, 
however, does not diminish the importance of this connection.  The connection of beliefs and actions is 
critical for Paul’s argument, because the actions he expects Christians to perform directly follow from 
Christian theology.  The connection between beliefs and actions, however, is not as simple as saying 
one should act in accordance with one’s beliefs.  That is certainly a part of it, but it is not the whole of 
it.   
 Something we may not often think about is that one’s beliefs have involuntary consequences.  
This means that even though one does not choose to act on his beliefs, they still have an effect.  This is 
most obvious when one considers the result of following Christ in a place with many different 
worldviews.  Many made claims to superiority, including Rome, Christ, and the gods of other religions.  
Paul told the Colossians that while other worldviews might contain elements of truth, the fullness 
existed only in Christ.  All other claims to superiority were, as a result, false.  To say to Rome that your 
gods are not real but our God is or to say to the Jewish authorities that Israel’s God has acted here 
(resurrection of Jesus) but not somewhere else (like the Temple) had the potential to cause a lot of 
problems.  The point is that beliefs have consequences apart from any consideration about how one acts 
on those beliefs, because they have the potential to come into conflict with the beliefs of others.   
 Besides how the connection between beliefs and actions affects the believer externally, there is 
also an internal connection.  Beliefs and actions each affect the other in a feedback loop.   The 807
imagery we get from Paul is that of an upward spiral (for the believer).  He says that knowledge of 
God’s will enables the believer to know how to live a life that is pleasing to God.  Practicing walking in 
a way that pleases God helps one to know God’s will better.  This brings one back to the starting point, 
only now the believer is in a better (higher) place than before.  The result is an upward spiral in which 
the believer continually knows God more and walks with Him more perfectly.   The implication of 808
the upward spiral is that Christianity is not a static existence but a dynamic “walk” in which the 
believer continually grows in his knowledge of God and lives in a manner which reflects Him more 
accurately.   
 Finally, on Paul’s view, the thing that keeps this spiral moving ever upward (on the believer’s 
side) is thankfulness.  His theology frequently emphasizes what God has done for believers through 
Christ, and thankfulness is the only proper response.  Thanksgiving is the reason a believer will want to 
act on his beliefs about Christ, and thanksgiving consistently makes an appearance when Paul tells the 
Colossians to act in a particular manner.   
The Christian Life 
 The Christian life flows from Christian theology.  According to Paul, Christians have 
eschatologically died and risen with Christ, and they are to live for the world above and put away the 
 A feedback loop is a situation in which part of the output of a situation is used for new input.  807
 The implication is also that there is a corresponding downward spiral for those who reject God and His will.  808
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things of this world.  In other words, because believers know that they belong to the next world through 
their relationship with Christ, they should start living the new life now.  As a result, the Christian life 
consists of putting off/putting to death the parts of them that correspond to the world’s ways and 
putting on the new self with its heavenly practices.   
 A complete change is required for believers, because their goal is perfection (being complete 
and lacking nothing).  The paraenetic section explains what a walk towards perfection looks like, but 
the goal was stated earlier (1.28).  By repeatedly moving around and around the upward spiral of 
knowing God and walking in that knowledge, believers experience the renewal process.  Both the 
direct explanation of this process (3.9-10) as well as the background imagery of double burial point 
toward this being a process that will be ongoing in this life and completed with the next.  The fact that 
Christians are told to seek the things that are above (3.1-4) shows that what we are looking at is an 
eschatological change, that is a change in focus or perspective, rather than a complete ontological 
change.  Paul tells them that this is what things will be like, so they should start preparing for it and 
acting like it now.   
 Significantly, this is not simply a process whereby Christians try to remove sin from their lives 
and wait for the next age to come.  If that were what Paul were telling them, we would expect him to 
tell them to remove themselves from the world (like the Essenes) or live an ascetic life (like the 
philosophers he was opposing).  Instead, we find the complete opposite.  The hymn says that Christ is 
the sustainer of the universe and then points to the Church as Christ’s body.  The implication of this for 
Christians is enormous - Christ’s work on earth is accomplished through them.  Even though Christians 
have not yet been made complete/perfect, they are still to be Christ’s agents of change here on earth 
and to reach people of this world - pointing towards the next.  Because this is the Church’s task, both 
individual Christians and the Christian community itself must be closely connected with Christ 
(remember the recurring “in him” theme) and represent him accurately as he represents the Father 
(image theme).  Christians are to represent the new humanity to the old humanity.   
 For their actions to represent Christ accurately, they need to take great care to make sure they 
live a life reflective of Christ.  This does not mean building a new hedge around the law and living 
according to an ever-increasing list of rules.  It is actually the opposite.  In one way, Christian morality 
is actually quite simple in that the number of requirements is low and uncomplicated.  In another way, 
though, Christian morality is not simple because of what it requires.  According to Paul, all Christian 
morality boils down to a single issue: selfishness.  Is one living for himself or is he living for others?  
Here we see morality’s theological foundations return.  If one is living for himself, he is placing 
himself at the center of the universe and has displaced Christ from his rightful place there.  Paul calls 
this idolatry.  To live rightly, one must keep Christ at the center and place him above oneself.  In 
practice, this looks like the simple command of Jesus in the Gospels, “Follow me.”   
 Living this way in a world that follows a different path is not a simple task.  Temptation to 
follow their ways certainly is an important topic to Paul, but he is not talking about that here.  Instead, 
Paul asks and answers the question, “How does one live in a world that operates according to sub-par 
moral guidelines without either completely removing oneself from the world (either practically or 
actually) or trying to force others to live as Christians (the path of revolution)?”  We find his answer to 
this question in the Household Code, which functions as a concrete example of how to follow this 
middle path.   
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 Paul tells Christians to live within the world’s systems but to be better than those systems 
require.  Slavery is perhaps the best example.  Paul and early Christianity had no ability to end slavery.  
But, what they could do was to live better than the world around them by masters and slaves treating 
each other fairly and both sides recognizing that they served the same master in heaven.  Even though 
the Christianity community was small, true believers living differently would be noticed.  In this way, 
Christians can make a big impact without ever even needing to change a law.  On Paul’s view, 
Christians are not to try to force change on others; they are to inspire it.  By living a life that reflects 
Christ and his selflessness, Christians both individually and corporately point upward.   
 The end goal of all of this is for mankind to be renewed in the image of its creator, Christ.  Not 
everyone will follow that path, though.  Those who do will be continually renewed (upward spiral) in 
this life and experience final and complete renewal in the next life.  They will be revealed in glory with 
Christ (3.4) and will be completely human - fully reflecting their creator’s image.  Those who follow 
the other path will experience a downward spiral in which they continually lose what humanity they 
currently have until, after this life, the process is complete and they become ex-humans.  At this point, 
they will experience the wrath of God that is the counterpart to the believer being revealed in glory.  In 
both cases, the process starts now, and the next life will finalize the result of whichever path one started 
in this life.  The reason that Christians are still involved in the world as Christ’s agents of change is that 
this process is not finalized yet.  A change in direction is still possible in this life, and Christ is working 
through Christians to reach those who are still hostile towards God.     
Revelation and Renewal 
 Paul focuses heavily on the themes of revelation and renewal.  However, if one thinks about this 
for half a moment, he will realize that both of these terms imply a wider narrative.  There cannot be 
revelation if there is not someone to have something revealed to, and there cannot be renewal if there is 
not already one or more things in existence which need to be repaired.   Christianity is not a stand-809
alone religion; rather, Christianity is the climax of the Jewish story of the creator repairing the effects 
of the Fall on creation.   
 On Paul’s view, the basic story is that all things were created by, through, and for Christ,  but 810
at some point after original creation, things went wrong.  There was a “Fall” in which the cosmos split 
into two.  Previously, all of creation was “in Christ,” but with the Fall there came into existence a 
domain of darkness.  The Jewish story is about what God has been doing to repair what is wrong with 
the world in general and what is wrong with humanity in particular.  Christianity picks up this story and 
answers how God, through Christ, has acted decisively to repair the damage once and for all.   
 The language used in Colossians for this final repair is reconciliation.  Christ will reconcile all 
things to himself, and everything will once again be summed up in relation to Christ.  However, while 
everything will be reconciled to Christ, not everything will be in Christ.  Those who choose to remain 
in the domain of darkness will be reconciled against their will (subjugated) and cease to be able to 
continue acting in hostility towards God.  Those who willingly submit to Christ will undergo the 
process of renewal, which is the subject of much of the letter.   
 This last point implies an even further level to the story.  Why are the things broken?  809
 Christ is being placed in the role of creator in the Jewish story.  810
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 Interestingly, reconciliation is barely mentioned in the letter.  On Paul’s view, this is something 
that will certainly happen, but it is not the focus of Christianity.  Christianity is, at its core, practical.  
Reconciliation is the overarching theme, but there is nothing that humans can do about it; it just is.  
Rather, the focus of Christianity is not to tell humans about things over which they have no control but 
to focus them on what they can control, namely, their part in the story.  Most of the letter, and most of 
Paul’s Christianity, looks to revelation and renewal and how man responds to the actions of God 
through Christ.   
 According to Paul, full revelation can only be found in Christ.  He is the image of the invisible 
God and the fullness of God dwells in him bodily.  Furthermore, if Christ really is who Paul says he is, 
then the question “Is there another way?” is really non-sensical.  Manmade attempts to reach up to God 
will never be as good as God reaching down to man.  If man wishes to get to God, he should look for 
the God-given path.  Both the background images used in Colossians that speak to bridging the gap 
between God and man (Wisdom and Temple) point to Christ as the place where man can meet God.  
There may be some truth to be found elsewhere, but one can only expect to find a full revelation of 
God in Christ.   
 Complete renewal can also be found only in Christ.  Christ is the only path out of the domain of 
darkness and the only place where one can find redemption, the forgiveness of sins (1.14).  Only in the 
one who went through death and came out the other side can believers expect to find new life.  
Furthermore, because the body of people that Christ renews is the Church, renewal is both a moral 
category and a category of relationship.  That means that one should not expect to find any of these 
things outside of a relationship with Christ.  To be renewed, one must be in Christ.   
 Paul makes many references to the connection between Christ and the believer (especially 
through the “in him” theme).  To be “in Christ” means the same thing as being in Christ’s kingdom - it 
is the identification of the kingdom with its ruler.  This same language works the other way around as 
well since Christ is described as being “in” the believer (1.27).  This language builds off the statement 
made in 1.18 in which the Church is referred to as Christ’s body.  Christians are the way in which 
Christ works in the world and the way he sustains creation.  Because he is working in and through 
Christians, Christ is described as being “in” believers.  This has incredible significance for the Church.  
The creator of the cosmos is working through the Church.   
 Through the Church, Christ is sharing revelation and renewal with the rest of the fallen world.  
The Church is the body in which Christ shows what renewed creation looks like as well as the way he 
is working to renew the rest of creation.  This does not mean, however, that believers are to force others 
to live like them.  Christ’s revelation and renewal are for the world; Christ’s lordship, however, is just 
for Christians.  Through the Household Code, Paul gives a concrete example of what it looks like to 
live as Christians in the midst of a fallen world that is hostile towards God (because outsiders are still 
part of the domain of darkness).  Christians are to live a particular way, because as the representatives 
of Christ, they are to reveal him and his character.  Non-Christians, by definition, are not revealers of 
Christ.  They need to receive revelation.  Living according to Christ’s standards is about revealing him 
properly.  The Church is meant to live in and among those who are not in Christ, but they are to live in 
such way that reveals Christ (who reveals God).  Christian morality is not only a matter of acting 
according to the way of Christ, it is also a means for those who have revelation and are being renewed 
to share those things with people who do not have them (though, these two things are not really 
separate).   
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 Christ’s death and resurrection and his work through the Church are neither the beginning nor 
the end of the story.  There was a long history before Christianity, and there is a future reality towards 
which all things in creation are moving.  And, Paul would say that one’s ultimate place in that reality is 
determined by which path one chooses in this life.  Rather, Christianity is the climax to the story of 
God and man.  It is the point at which God has acted decisively through Christ to announce future 
reconciliation and begin the renewal of the cosmos in general and man in particular.  Christ has made it 
possible for humans to escape the spiral down that ultimately results in the loss of one’s humanity and 
the experience of the wrath of God and instead experience the upward spiral towards complete renewal 
and glory with Christ.  Christ is working in this world through the Church to share revelation of God 
and to offer renewal to those humans still in the domain of darkness.  Christianity is the turning point in 
the story of God and man.   
Search for the Essential Elements 
 Now that we have looked at the main themes of the letter, we need to find what makes Paul’s 
message distinctively Christian.  We need to ask, on what pillars does Christianity stand, and which 
ones will cause it to fall if removed?   
God 
 The place for us to start is with God - not only because there can be no theology without a θεός, 
but because everything else in Colossians relates back to God.  It is for the latter reason that we must 
look at God, because so much will be related back to this first element.   
 The God that is discussed in Colossians is the Jewish God - the God of Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob.  And, as we saw in the summary of Paul’s theology in this letter (above),  He is responsible for 811
everything from qualifying man and transferring him from the domain of darkness and into the 
kingdom of His beloved Son; rooting, establishing, and building the believer; receiving thanks; and 
passing final judgment.  If we attempted to take this God out of the picture and leave Christianity 
without a god, it would fall apart.  Christ would not be anyone’s visible image, there would be no one 
to qualify man or transfer him to a new kingdom.  Since Christ is God’s agent and representative, there 
would be no originator of actions and no one for him to represent.  There would be no hostility between 
the Colossians and God (since there would be no God), and therefore, no need for redemption.  And, 
there would be no final judgment, since there would be no one to do the judging.  We could go on, but I 
think this is sufficient to make the point that without a god, Christianity would fall apart.   
 If we were to substitute a different god, perhaps some of these things would stay the same, but it 
would depend on which god(s).  However, even a small change in which god(s) we are talking about 
makes a huge difference.  So much of what Paul talks about in the letter is related to the nature of the 
Jewish God and His continued interaction with humanity through His people, Israel.  Deliverance of 
the Hebrew slaves from Egypt forms the background for the deliverance of man in 1.13.  Resurrection, 
as we saw, is the Jewish form of resurrection rather than the Greek version.  Jewish wisdom theology 
forms the background for much of the theology of Christ in the letter.  And, many of the concepts for 
how humans relate to God (walking with God, circumcision, sin, bearing fruit and increasing, etc.) 
 Again, we are not looking at a full theology.  What we have is Paul’s response to a specific situation and through that 811
response, we are looking for the elements that make his theology distinctively Christian.  
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have a Jewish background to them.  If we were to change the god in question, none of this would make 
sense, and the theology would look radically different.  For Christianity to remain intact, there must be 
a god, and it must be the Jewish God.   
Christ 
 The next place we go with our investigation is Christ.  Because he is the primary actor in 
Colossians and responsible for many things, we need to ask the question, “What about the person and/
or the work of Christ is essential to Christianity?”   
 We start by asking whether Christ as the image of the invisible God is central to Christianity.  
As we have seen, this statement speaks to Christ’s relationship with God and portrays him as the 
representative of God.  Related to this are the statements about the fullness dwelling in him and the 
background imagery about the Temple and Wisdom.  The point that is being made is that Christ is the 
“place” where one finds full revelation of God and where one meets God.  This is a thought that is 
emphasized numerous times throughout the theological section and undergirds the thought in the 
paraenetic section.  If one could find full revelation of God somewhere other than “in Christ,” much of 
the theology of Colossians and all of Paul’s polemic would no longer make sense.  If there were 
another way to know/meet God than through Christ, then some/many/all roads lead to God, and Paul 
would be endorsing some form of pluralism.  Even from a cursory reading of the letter, it is clear that 
that is not what Paul is advocating.   
 Continuing this thought, we must next look at exclusivism and particularism.  Is Christ the only 
place where one can know God or the only place where one can know God fully?  We discussed this in 
a few places, especially when we looked at chapter 2.  In 2.16-17, Paul describes food, drink, festivals, 
new moons, and Sabbaths as “shadows” of things to come.  But, he says, the substance belongs to 
Christ.  On his view, things like these  point toward God, but they do not do it in the perfect/812
complete/full manner that Christ does.  Christ is not the only place where one can find revelation of 
God, but he is the only place where one can find full revelation of God, because he is the only place 
where the fullness of deity dwells bodily (2.9).  As such, we must say that Paul rejects exclusivism and 
holds to particularism.  Furthermore, given the centrality of Christ’s revelation of God to Paul’s 
theology as well as his rejection of any other way as being sufficient, we must also say that 
particularism is an essential element to Paul’s view of Christianity.   
 Christ is also described as the one in, through, and for whom all things were created, while he 
himself is uncreated.  Christ is the agent of God and the one through whom He acts in the world.  As far 
as original creation, though, we must ask whether it is central to Paul’s view of Christianity that Christ 
was the one in whom all things were created.  Paul makes it clear that Christ is the agent of God in the 
world.  But, could creation have been made another way?  What if God had made original creation 
without Christ, and then Christ stepped in later to reconcile and renew fallen creation?  Would 
Christianity lose one of its central pillars?   
 Certainly, there is a sense of appropriateness and completion with Christ as responsible for both 
original creation and renewed creation that would be lost.  But, this appropriateness all by itself is not a 
central pillar of Christianity.  On the other hand, we could look to the diminishing of Christ’s 
 This is not the full extent of things that point toward God.  I would argue that Paul thinks other things, such as the moral 812
law, also point toward God.  
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representation of God if God created directly.  If God worked in the world apart from Christ, then it 
might appear that Christ would not reveal Him fully.  There would be works of God in the world that 
did not happen through Christ, and so man could learn something additional about God apart from 
Christ.   
 However, since we said that Paul’s Christianity rests on particularism rather than exclusivism, 
this is not actually a problem.  Paul’s claim is not that the works of Christ are the only things that point 
to God in this world but that Christ is the only full representation of God.  If God were responsible for 
creation and Christ were simply responsible for its reconciliation and renewal, I do not think Christ’s 
representation of God would be diminished.   
 I think the question of whether or not Christ’s responsibility for original creation is an essential 
element of Christianity rests in part on the importance of his supremacy.  Both in the hymn that Paul 
quotes as well as throughout the entire letter, Paul heavily emphasizes the supremacy of Christ.  
Thinking through the argument of the hymn, if Christ were not the creator of all things, then he would 
not be the firstborn of all creation, since v.16 gives the reason why he is the firstborn.  The two firstborn 
statements provide a summary of all things in which Christ is first so that in v.18, the hymn’s author 
can make the statement (immediately following the second use of firstborn) that in all things Christ is 
first.  If we were to take away half of that formula, Christ would be first in the reconciliation and 
renewal of the world,  but he would not be first in all things.  To remove this would be to remove a 813
large part of the foundation of Paul’s argument, and therefore, a large part of the foundation of 
Christianity.  If Christ were not responsible for original creation, he would not be first in all things.   
 Beyond this, though, we might also ask whether reconciliation and renewal could be possible if 
Christ were not the creator.  If Christ were not creator, then it is difficult to understand how he could 
bridge the gap between God and man and fix what was wrong with creation.  The ending of the 
hostility between God and man involves someone who can stand on both sides and bring the two 
parties together.  If Christ were not the creator as well as redeemer, it seems hard to understand how the 
gap between creator and creation could be bridged.  Given the importance Christ’s supremacy is given 
in the letter as well as the need for someone to be able to end the hostilities between creator and 
creation, it seems essential that Christ be the uncreated creator.   
 The parallel to Christ’s original creation is his work to renew creation through the cross and his 
subsequent resurrection.  There should not be much debate about whether the resurrection is central to 
Christianity or not, though.  Christ’s reconciliation of all things and his renewal of man is based on the 
resurrection (1.18b-20), and if he did not rise from the dead, then neither of them would happen.  If 
Christ did not rise from the dead, then there would be no peace between God and man (1.20) and 
disharmony would still exist in the cosmos.  And, if Christ did not die and rise, then it is impossible for 
believers to die and rise with him.  On Paul’s view of Christianity, the resurrection of Christ must have 
actually happened, because if it did not, many of the major elements of theology could not stand.      814
 That is, however, to assume that reconciliation and renewal were even possible without the creator’s involvement.  If 813
Christ were not the creator, it may not even be possible to end the hostility between God and man.  But, that is a 
different question, which goes beyond the scope of this study.  
 It does not take much space to say that the resurrection is central to Christianity.  That does not mean, however, that we 814
have investigated all of the implications of the resurrection.  We will come across implications beyond reconciliation as 
we move through the rest of the conclusion.  
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Holy Spirit 
 At this point, I would like to address Paul’s view on the Holy Spirit, and how it fits into his 
theology.  However, that is a little hard to do when there is only one reference to “spirit” in Colossians 
(1.8), and while it probably refers to the Holy Spirit, Paul never brings it up again.   In other letters, 815
Paul attributes many roles and much importance to the Holy Spirit, but here, Christianity is explained 
without almost any mention of the Spirit.   
 It should be remembered that Paul is not giving a comprehensive picture of Christianity, rather, 
he is describing the essence of Christianity in response to a specific situation.  More specifically, Paul 
is describing the essence of Christianity in comparison to an alternative.  The focus is, therefore, more 
external rather than internal.  That means that some things that Paul would consider to be very 
important in the lives of believers may not be a part of his explanation here, because they are not the 
most helpful for comparison.   
 An example of this is the Lord’s Supper.  In 1 Cor 11, Paul seems to place a high level of 
importance on it, but we find no mention of it here.  Without attempting to address the different views 
on the Lord’s Supper, in the one place we find Paul talking about it at length, he says that it is for 
believers.  In other words, it is something primarily of interest to Christians.  The facts about the death 
and resurrection of Christ, on the other hand, have more relevance to outsiders than a practice meant 
for Christians that is based on those facts.   In a similar way, theology concerning the Holy Spirit 816
may, on Paul’s view, have more application to the lives of believers than it does to conversation with 
non-believers.   
 It is not possible to say why Paul left the Holy Spirit out of his description of theology, since we 
would be purely speculating.  However, I think a plausible reason for this is that the theology of the 
Holy Spirit, like that of the Lord’s Supper, has more internal relevance than external relevance.  And, in 
Colossians, Paul has an external focus, because he is comparing Christianity with an alternative rather 
than simply explaining Christianity to Christians.   
Creation 
 Moving on to creation, we find that Paul talks about three important phases in its existence.  
First, there is original creation, the point at which the cosmos came into existence.  Second, there is the 
Fall, in which humanity and the cosmos ceased to exist in the harmony in which they were originally 
created.  Third, there is the reconciliation of the creation to its proper order.  Unlike first two phases, 
which happened in the past, the third one has past, present, and future elements.  Paul thought the 
process of reconciliation began in the past, was ongoing at the time of his writing, and would be 
completed at some point in the future.   
 All three phases of creation are central to Christianity, because they are basic sections in the 
story of God and man.  In the beginning, Christ created everything perfect and in harmony, and if there 
were no creation, there would be nothing to discuss.  The Fall,  while only implied in the letter and 817
 Though it is possible that there are other, indirect references, Bruce (1984e:44-46).  815
 That is not to say that the facts about the death and resurrection of Christ have no relevance for Christians.  816
 I mentioned earlier that the concept of a “Fall” is certainly implied in the text, but no further information is given on the 817
nature of this Fall.  I continue to use the term, Fall, but we cannot know how much it reflects later theological thought.  
See the note on the Fall in the discussion of v.20 for a fuller explanation.  
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not discussed explicitly, sets up the problem that is to be solved by Christ.  Given that Christ created 
everything perfectly and in harmony, something had to happen for creation to need reconciliation.  If 
the Fall did not happen, there would be no need for reconciliation, which means there would be no need 
for Christ’s death and resurrection.  There would be no hostility between humanity and God to repair, 
there would be no domain of darkness, and there would be no need for humans to be renewed in the 
image of their creator (because they never lost the image).  Most of what Paul talks about when he 
describes Christianity is a repairing of the damage done at the Fall.  If the Fall never happened, the 
Christianity he describes would not exist.  Like creation, the Fall is a central pillar of Christianity.   
 Similarly, reconciliation must also be a central pillar of Christianity, because it is the word that 
describes the restoring of creation to its proper order.  If there were an original creation, then a Fall into 
disharmony, but there were no reconciliation, we would find a very different theology.  There would be 
no need to follow Christ, because he would have nothing to offer humanity.  There may or may not be 
an afterlife, but even if there were, humans would still exist in hostility towards God and so there 
would be no hope of anything positive.  Without reconciliation, Paul’s theology and the moral life he 
commends would look very different.  For Christianity to have any meaning for humanity (or the 
cosmos), there must be reconciliation of creation to creator.   
Man 
 Paul says that believers are being renewed in the image of their creator (3.9-10).  This is an 
important statement, but it is not a simple one.  In order for renewal to happen, several things have to 
be in place.  First, there has to be an original (good) creation.  Second, there has to be a fall from the 
original, harmonious state to one of hostility between humanity and God.  This Fall implies a negative 
anthropology in which humanity is inherently sinful rather than inherently good (to be discussed 
below).  Third, Christ has to have risen from the dead to make a renewed humanity possible.   
 Some of this we have already discussed.  We have already seen that there has to have been an 
original, good creation and then a subsequent Fall.  We have also seen that Christ rising from the dead 
has to occur for Christianity to retain its shape, but we have not looked much into the consequences of 
that resurrection.  Here, we find one very important consequence.  In the hymn, we saw that Christ’s 
resurrection not only makes him the firstborn from the dead but the beginner of a new humanity.  A 
person becoming renewed in the image of his creator is the same thing as that person becoming a 
(re)new(ed) human.  For renewal to be possible, the resurrection must have happened.  However, what 
we must also point out is that if at least some men are not renewed, then Christ’s resurrection loses its 
main purpose.  If there are not some people who are the “second-born” from the dead, then he is not the 
beginner of a new humanity and his resurrection is of no consequence.  Therefore, the renewal of at 
least some part of mankind is critical to Christianity, because without it, Christ’s work produces 
nothing.   
 This brings us to Paul’s belief in a negative anthropology, I think this point is not terribly 
debatable for two reasons.  First, it is a direct consequence of the Fall, which we have already said is 
critical to Christianity.  If man is born inherently good, then disharmony is not really present in creation 
- at least not in man.  Second, for man to be renewed, he must have to be renewed from some un-
renewed state.  This implies something less than perfection, otherwise it would not be renewal we are 
talking about but something else.  All of the language in the letter (especially things like Paul’s desire 
to present the Colossians as holy, blameless, and above reproach) points towards them existing in an 
!210
imperfect state.  To what extent humans is sinful/fallen (completely fallen, partially fallen) is a separate 
issue.  What is critical, though, is that humanity is imperfect and needs renewal.  A negative 
anthropology is essential to Christianity.    818
 The renewal of a person happens when he is “in Christ.”  As we have stated previously, this has 
nothing to do with physical location but is a reference to being in the sphere of Christ, or alternatively, 
being in the kingdom of God’s beloved son rather than in the domain of darkness.  This is a reference 
to which team or side a person is on, and the point that is consistently made throughout the letter is that 
renewal is only to be had by being in Christ.  However, we are not actually making a new point here; 
we are only fleshing out one of the implications of the resurrection.  If Jesus is actually the firstborn 
from the dead and the beginner of a new humanity, then it is only “in him” that one can expect to be 
renewed.  Therefore, a central pillar of Christianity is that renewal is found in Christ alone.  To take this 
away would be to say that one can be renewed without the work of Christ, which goes against the entire 
argument of the letter.    819
 The other side of the coin to the believer in Christ is Christ in the believer.  In Colossians, the 
believer in Christ refers to the believer being on the team of Christ, and it is there that the believer 
experiences renewal (through Christ).  Christ in the believer, on the other hand, refers to the work that 
Christ does in the world through those who are in him.  As we have seen, an image is a representation/
representative of someone/something else.  Christ as the image of the invisible God means that Christ 
represents God to the world in a visible way.  Christians as the images of their creator means that they 
represent Christ to the world.   
 We might think of man’s renewal in the image of his creator as a static role at first glance, but 
when we parallel man as image with Christ as image, we see something different.  As described in 
Colossians, Christ’s role as image was certainly not static - it was dynamic.  There are quite a lot of 
things that Christ is described as doing in the world on behalf of God.  If, then, man’s role as image 
parallels Christ’s role as image, then we should probably expect that man’s role as image should also be 
dynamic rather than static.  Humans who are being renewed in the image of their creator are to become 
living and active representations of Christ, and just as Christ worked for and represented God, so 
humans are to work for and represent Christ.  That means, then, that Christ working in the believer is 
part of what the image is.  Therefore, man’s renewal does not mean that he goes off somewhere to be 
holy all by himself or with other believers.  The renewal of man means that he is to function as he was 
meant to - being Christ’s agent in the world (which is an active role).  Christ in the believer is essential 
to humans becoming the complete images of their creator, and this is as important to Christianity as 
their renewal is.   
 It is worth pointing out that even though we say that the believer in Christ and Christ in the 
believer are both essential, we are really not talking about new points.  Both of these flow directly from 
renewal and describe what it entails.  The connection of the believer with Christ is essential to 
 Though this technically is part of the Fall, which we discussed earlier, I think this should be considered as a unique point.  818
I think this partly because the Fall is something that affects all creation, and the nature of man is something fairly 
specific, but also I think it is worth pointing out for clarity’s sake.  It may not be obvious to all readers that the Fall 
would necessarily result in a negative anthropology.  Yet, I think Paul’s argument views a negative anthropology as 
essential to Christianity.  
 Beyond this, it would actually make any arguing pointless.  What would be the point of Paul telling the Colossians not to 819
follow the alternate philosophy if it could produce the same result as following Christ?  There must be a difference (at 
least in Paul’s mind) if he is going to bother making an argument.  
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Christianity, but it is not a unique and/or separate point from renewal.  Therefore, it might be more 
accurate to say that renewal of man in the image of Christ is essential to Christianity and the various 
facets of man’s connection with Christ explain what that renewal means.   
 Similar to this, we might also ask whether man’s freedom from the powers that stand against 
him is an essential element of Christianity or not.  Like the connection with Christ, it is and it isn’t.  It 
is essential to Christianity that Christ is supreme, and so man cannot be subject to any other powers  820
or Christ would not be supreme.  However, the freedom from the powers and authorities that Paul talks 
about is a consequence of Christ’s supremacy and logically flows from it.  In our determination of 
which elements of Christianity are essential, we are only going to consider the unique elements and not 
points that flow from them as essential.  In other words, we are looking for the elements necessary to 
Christianity and not the elements that are contingent upon the necessary ones.   
 In the above case, that means that the supremacy of Christ is essential, but the freedom from the 
powers and authorities is not.  The believer’s freedom is an implication of the supremacy of Christ and 
is not a unique element on its own but is the result of Christ supremacy.  Similarly, the believer’s union 
with Christ is not an essential element.  I do think it is a unique feature of Christianity, but the reason I 
say that it is not essential is that I think it describes it detail what renewal into the image of Christ 
actually is.  However, if the believer’s union with Christ were not a description of renewal, then it 
would be an essential element.   
 The moral lives of individuals are an important part of Paul’s Christianity, and on his view, we 
find morality flowing from theology.  Most significantly is that Christ is to be at the center of one’s life 
and that one’s actions are to represent Christ.  To act other than in a way that represents Christ and his 
characteristics accurately is to be guilty of idolatry by putting oneself at the center of one’s own 
universe (because that is where Christ belongs).  But, must people follow Christian morals for 
Christianity not to fall apart?   
 Nowhere in the letter does Paul even give a hint that anything depends on the actions of 
humans.  Rather, everything depends on Christ, and people are presented with the two alternative paths 
(one according to Christ and the other not according to Christ).  Which path they choose will impact 
their future, but nowhere is there any indication that their choice will impact God’s actions in the world 
through Christ.  So, if we ask whether humans living the Christian life is central to Christianity, we 
must say no.  However, the renewal of man is part of Christ’s renewal of creation, and if Christ is 
unable to accomplish renewal, then Christianity falls apart.   
 Here, we must ask, “Does Christ have to renew all mankind, and if so, then why is there still 
talk of another kingdom (the domain of darkness)?”  We saw previously that Christ’s work on creation 
post-Fall has two parts, reconciliation and renewal.  Reconciliation is the returning of all things into the 
proper creational order (with Christ at the top) with or without the participants being reconciled 
willingly.  Renewal, on the other hand, includes reconciliation but is above it as the participants are 
reformed into the image of their creator and do so willingly.  The reconciliation of creation is critical to 
Christianity, because without it, there still exists a domain of darkness that defies the order of original 
creation.  Renewal is a little more complicated.   
 This would not be true if that authority were recognized by Christ as a legitimate sub-ruler under Christ.  However, the 820
question that is being asked is if there are any powers or authorities outside of Christ’s sphere that the believer need 
worry about.  If Christ is supreme, then the answer is no.  
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 There must be renewal of at least some part of mankind, because if everything were made to be 
in line with Christ’s order but all of his human creatures were still in rebellion, it would not be possible 
to say that he actually fixed them.  However, nowhere does Paul indicate that all mankind needs to be 
renewed for Christ’s work to be accomplished.  In many places, he makes it clear that there will be 
some portion of mankind which is not part of Christ’s renewal.  Why this is the case is not a topic of 
discussion in Colossians.  It is merely presented as the way things are.  
 The decision of individual men on whether to follow Christ or not has no effect on Christianity.  
While it is extremely important for humans to follow Christ for their own sake, if an chooses not to 
follow Christ, Christianity will not fall apart.  All that must happen for Christianity to remain intact is 
for at least some men to experience renewal (though we have no indication as to what percentage that 
may be, or if a concept like that even applies).  The paraenetic section of the letter, then, is extremely 
important for individuals and their lives, and it gives us a picture of what the earthly part of the renewal 
process looks like (and by extension, insight into the nature of Christ).  But, it has little to say about 
what is critical to Christianity, because an individual’s actions cannot make Christianity stand or fall.  
Paul’s commands to Christians on how to live explain to them what renewal looks like in their 
individual and communal lives and how they are to participate in it, but that is all they do.  If a person 
chooses to live an unrenewed life, Christianity does not fall.   
Church 
 The Church is something that has a great deal of importance, but it refers to a group of people 
we have already discussed - those who have died and been raised with Christ.  They are the body of 
Christ and the way he works in the world.  This is of inestimable value to those who are a part of the 
Church just as the moral commands for Christ’s people are of inestimable importance for how they live 
their lives.  However, as we have already seen, just because something is important does not mean that 
it is critical to Christianity.  It is critical that humans are renewed only through relationship to Christ, 
and we are told that those who undergo that renewal are part of the Church.  But, there are other 
attributes of the Church that we need to discuss.   
 We saw that the way that Christ works in the world is through the Church.  Is it critical to 
Christianity that this is so?  I think the answer to this question is “No,” but only because it is a 
derivative concept.   If we assume the Genesis account (since it appears that Paul does), then man 821
was always meant to work in the world on behalf of God.  For the Church to be working in the world 
on the creator’s behalf is simply to return to the original order of creation.  The return to the original 
order of creation through reconciliation and man’s renewal into the image of his creator are both 
foundational to Christianity.  The Church as the agent of the creator flows from these two concepts, 
given the background narrative of God and man that begins in Genesis, and therefore, it is a derivative 
concept.   
 Other important aspects of the Church are similar to this - such as the Church as the new people 
of God and the place where forgiveness happens.  These are all explanations of what it looks like for 
man to be renewed.  In the end, the Church is the group of people who are in Christ and who participate 
 I said previously that only the foundational concepts would be considered in the search for the essential elements of 821
Christianity.  Since derivative concepts flow from the foundational concepts, they should be considered as part of the 
foundational concepts rather than as something separate.  
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in the renewal of humanity (those outside will be reconciled but not renewed).  Much about the Church 
describes what renewal in Christ looks like, so while the return to the creational order (through Christ) 
of a part of humanity is central to Christianity, those descriptions are not.  Again, this is not because 
they are not important but because they are derivative of renewal and describe what renewal entails.   
Eschatology 
 We have one final concept we need to cover before we start trying to pull everything together 
and make a summary.  We need to look at eschatology and the future-oriented nature of Paul’s 
theology, since so much of what he says about the present is based on what will happen in the future.   
 When we look at eschatology, however, what we need to focus on is the actual future nature of 
the events that have happened.  Man’s mere expectation of future transformation, forgiveness, renewal, 
etc. is not central to Christianity any more than man’s living of the moral life.  It might be central to an 
individual’s walk or faith experience, but if a person is uninformed about what the future holds, that 
does not imply that the future will not happen.  It might make one’s life more difficult,  but 822
Christianity would not fall apart.  We must, therefore, look at the actual facts of eschatology rather than 
a person’s experience of those facts.   
 Much of what we have talked about up to this point is about the reordering of the cosmos by 
Christ through his death and resurrection.  The announcement of the way things will be has been made, 
but is there some reason that we see a partially realized eschatology?  Is it critical that the end of all 
things is not realized yet?  Could man be perfected now, or must he wait until the next life?  Must he 
pass through death?   
 If there is some important reason for the delay in the final realization of the path those in Christ 
are on, then we should expect to find that reason(s) in what man does during the intervening time, i.e. 
his earthly life.  In other words, if it is important that man is not immediately renewed and translated 
into his final state upon accepting Christ, then the task set before him in this life is the place to look for 
what is important enough to delay that final state.  So, what is it that those who are in Christ are to do 
in this world?   
 We talked about the spiral up or down that humans begin during this life and that whatever path 
they begin in this life is completed with the next.  It seems like there needs to be time for individuals to 
choose which path to take, but Paul does not give us any reason to think that those who have already 
chosen Christ’s path could not simply be renewed immediately.  They are not renewed immediately, but 
this is given as a fact rather than explained as a necessary piece of the puzzle.  Related to this, we could 
ask the question, “What about people who die shortly after conversion and have no time to spiral up?”  
The impression given in the letter is that Christ will complete the renewal of anyone who has begun the 
spiral up process, since the end is presented as certain.  If this is true, then we could say that Christ will 
complete the process of a believer’s renewal  regardless of how much time that person spends on 823
Earth or how far up the spiral he or she makes it.    824
 Of course, it is also very possible that not knowing the future would actually make his life easier.  822
 Or the opposite process of his complete loss of the image for those who are spiraling down.  823
 This, however, is not something that is explicitly stated or discussed is great detail.  It would be wise, therefore, to avoid 824
being too dogmatic about this point.  Furthermore, it is not discussed whether everyone’s end result is the same or not.  
All who are headed up the spiral will be fully renewed, but will all renewed persons be exactly the same?  This is not 
answered or even addressed.  
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 Something else to think about is whether or not those who become a part of the Church could be 
directly taken out of the world after they convert (and thereby become renewed immediately, though 
not in this world).  We should remember that those who are in Christ act as Christ’s agents through the 
Church.  If people were simply taken out of the world as soon as they converted, this could not happen.  
It seems, therefore, like there is a practical reason to keep the Church in the world through the natural 
lives of those in it.  This still leaves our questions unanswered, though.  “Must man pass through 
death?”  Other places in the NT speak of the need for all humans to die, but it is not discussed in 
Colossians.  “Could man be perfected immediately and not have to wait for the next life?”  This is an 
interesting question, but again, it is not discussed in Colossians.   
 Because Paul was responding to a specific situation and not giving a full theology, some 
questions will go unanswered, because he did not need to cover them.  A partially-realized eschatology 
is clearly seen in Colossians, but we are not given the reasons why this is the case or told if it is 
necessary.   
Results 
 Our goal has been to discover the essence of Paul’s message to the Colossians and ask what 
makes his message distinctively Christian.  As he describes Christianity in Colossians, there are four 
such elements.   
1) God - There actually is a God, and there is one God - the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  God 
is ultimately responsible for everything.   
2) Christ - Christ is the representative and agent of God.  He is also the place where one finds full 
revelation of God and where one meets God.  He is supreme and first in all things both in original 
and renewed creation.  His resurrection from the dead forms the basis for renewed creation, and 
renewal is to be found only in Christ.   
3) Creation - Creation has three phases which are distinguished by their relationship to the creator.  In 
original creation, everything was created good and existed in harmony with its creator.  At the Fall, 
man became hostile towards his creator and disharmony entered creation.  With the reconciliation 
of creation, all things will be returned to their original creational order and the hostility will cease, 
though not all creatures will return willingly and not all creatures will be renewed.   
4) Man - As a result of the Fall, man is inherently sinful rather than inherently good.  Some portion of 
mankind is being renewed, and this group is called the Church.  Renewal is the remaking of a 
person into the image of God, which means that the believer is on the team of Christ and becomes 
Christ’s representative.   
 These points represent the essential elements of Christianity from Paul’s point of view.  
However, from his own explanation of his theology in the letter, we can see that Paul thinks that there 
is a lot more that one needs to know to actually live a Christian life and to have a grasp of “full” 
Christian theology.  These are only the basics.   
 However, these are the basics.  These are the points from which everything else flows.  How 
one lives a life as the representative of Christ, for example, is a very detailed question.  But, that one is 
supposed to live as the representative of Christ is part of the core of Christianity theology.  To reiterate, 
this summary does not represent the whole of Christian theology.  Rather, it represents what Paul 
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considers to be the essential elements of Christian theology and the points that make it distinctively 
Christian.   
 By looking at these elements, what we can see is that in Paul’s mind, Christianity is not a series 
of propositions one must accept or a lifestyle one must lead.  Christianity is a story - the story of God 
and man.  Certainly, this has implications for what one must believe and do but only once a person 
understands his place in the story.  It is a story that effectively begins with the creation of the world, 
and while the end has been written by the actions of Christ and is being proclaimed by his church, the 
story is still being played out by the individual actors.   
 Man was created in the image of God but has since fallen from that image and is no longer 
God’s representative.  Through Christ, man can be renewed into the image of his creator (into a true 
human) and become the representative of Christ.  Or, he can continue in his fallen state and lose what 
humanity he has left.  This is the fork in the road at which man finds himself.  The final destination of 
each road has already been determined, and the story of God and man has already been written.  Yet, 
the individual has two roads before him.  The only question that remains is, “Which one will he take?”   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If you were to ask someone who had been a Christian for a long time, “Do you know what Christianity is?,” the answer would probably be a resounding “Yes” or  “Of course.”  You might even be given a look of indignation.  After all, how could anyone not know what his or her own religion is?  But, suppose you were to ask that same person a slightly different question: “What is the essence of Christianity?”  Here, the conversation might take a different turn.  He or she might say that Christianity is the belief that Jesus Christ is the Son of God and has risen from the dead.  You could ask, “So, is it a belief, then?  I thought even the demons believe and shudder.”  Your interlocutor might reply, “Yes, but they don't trust in Him.”  You could reply again, “So, all you have to do is believe in Jesus and trust him?  Do you have to live in any certain way, or can you just do whatever you want?”  They would certainly reply, “No, you have to follow his teachings.”  So, now Christianity is a belief, a trust, and a way of life?  This process could continue for some time, and the propositions about what is important to Christianity could keep piling up until it is described from every conceivable angle.  But, with each new proposition, the conclusion becomes more and more ad hoc.  Has this been thought out in advance, or are these propositions just being made up as the conversation rolls along?  What is central to Christianity, really?  
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